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Foreword

The Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR was conducted by Child Frontiers for 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, in collaboration with the members of the Committee 
of the Protection and Assistance of Children (CPAC) with support from UNICEF.  

This assessment report presents the detailed findings on the functioning and effectiveness 
of existing components of the child protection system in Lao PDR and the experiences of  
children and families in contact with the system. This is crucial for expanding the knowledge 
and understanding of the current child protection system and identifying capacity caps and  
workforce development needs. The assessment methodology adopted elements of action  
research as well as traditional research strategies utilising both quantitative and qualitative 
tools for collecting information, including data collection at the national level and sub-national 
levels, including in Xienkhouang and Attapeu Provinces. 

I sincerely hope that this Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR will become an 
important resource for the gradual improvement of the Child Protection System of Lao PDR in 
line with the laws, policies, guidelines and national plans, including the new National Plan of 
Action on Child Protection System Strengthening (2021-2025). It is my hope to receive useful 
comments and feedback from multiple stakeholders and engage with them to improve the 
child protection system in Lao PDR for the betterment of all children in the country, based on 
this important evidence and findings.

Mr. Vongkham Phanthanouvong
Director General of Social Welfare Department 

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare
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Executive Summary
The Government of Lao PDR is fortunate to have a wealth of information and evidence on the 
national child protection system and its functioning at different levels. This report presents 
the findings of the assessment of the Lao PDR child protection system conducted by Child 
Frontiers for the Government of Lao PDR and UNICEF from February to June 2019.  This initiative 
represents an important milestone towards achieving the goals of the Strategic Plan for Social 
Welfare Development 2011-2020 and is designed to contribute to an ambitious program led by 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) to articulate a vision for the child protection 
system that is based on the Lao context, resources and national aspirations. 

This assessment of the child and family welfare system in Lao PDR builds upon previous 
assessments conducted in 2009 and 2014 to look more specifically at identifying the different 
formal system components in place, analysing how well they are functioning and documenting 
the perspectives of different stakeholders involved.  The assessment methodology adopted 
elements of action research as well as traditional research strategies utilising both quantitative 
and qualitative tools for collecting information.

The preliminary findings were presented for review and validation to the National Working 
Committee established for the system visioning process chaired by MOLSW and comprised of 
national child protection actors including representatives from the NCAWMC, LWU, Office of the 
People’s Supreme Prosecutor, MPI, MOES, MOH and the Office of the Prime Minister.  Development 
partners and civil society representatives from Save the Children, Plan International, World Vision, 
ChildFund and other agencies have also provided valuable input to prelimary versions of this 
report. 

Data collection tools included semi-structured interviews conducted with key respondents at 
the national, provincial, district and village levels, focus group discussions with parents, children 
and village authorities, and an online Labour and Social Welfare sector survey implemented with 
provinical level staff in Lao language. The analysis was categorised under the following 
three core questions designed to collect information to address the objectives of the assessment:

1. What formal components of the child protection system are currently in place in Lao PDR? 
How effectively are these functioning?

2. How do children and families currently deal with child protection issues? What is their 
experience of the formal child protection system? 

3. Is the current formal child protection system sustainable, appropriate and relevant for 
the local context?
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Data was collected at the provincial, district and 
vi l lage levels  in three purposively selected 
provinces, one each from the North, South and 
Central regions in Xiengkhouang, Attapeu and 
Vientiane Capital respectively. Two villages from 
each provice were selected for data collection, 
one in an urban and one in a rural setting.  It was 
deliberately agreed to identify provinces not 
included in previous assssments and data from 
those studies (also conducted by Child Frontiers) is 
reflected in the present assessment.

Child Protection Context

This section of the assessment draws on evidence collected through the literature review, 
prior assessments and consultations with local authorities, child protection network 
members, parents and children to identify priority protection issues and areas of concern. The 
majority of children and adolescents in Lao PDR are fortunate to grow up in caring families 
and communities, surrounded by immediate and extended relatives as well as community 
members who help to protect and ensure their well-being.  However, research, national 
surveys and studies show that children in Lao PDR also face a range of serious protection risks, 
including physical, emotional and sexual violence.1 

Data collected during the fieldwork for the present assessment corroborate the findings of the 
Violence Against Children Survey and LSIS II.  The most prevalent form of violence described by 
adults and children was psychological or verbal violence, experienced mainly at home. This type 
of violence was linked to parenting styles and described as a way to discipline children.  Other 
forms of domestic violence included physical violence or arguments between parents which 
directly or indirectly affected children living in the household.  Mothers frequently attributed 
arguments between parents resulting in violence in the home to alcohol consumption by the 
father.  Exploitation and sexual abuse were rarely mentioned by community respondents, 
although this may also be due to the sensitivity of these subjects and reluctance to raise these 
issues in a public forum.  

Community members and children clearly identified linkages between school-drop out 
and early marriage.  Adolescent girls explained that they wanted to stay in school as long 
as possible in order to have a better future and avoid getting married at a young age.  While 
community members acknowledged that different forms of violence against children do occur, 
this issue generally did not rank very high among the main concerns of the community in 
relation to child wellbeing. While violence clearly remains an important protection concern, 
groups in different locations consistently stated that violence against children has reduced 
in recent years due to greater awareness and less acceptance of harsh physical discipline and 
other forms of violence against children.

1 Violence Against Children Survey In Lao PDR, Lao Social Indicator Survey II 2017, Child and Family Welfare System Assessments 2014, 2009, 
Study on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Lao PDR.

Research Locations

Attapeu Province

Samakhixay district: Konghung village 

Sanamxay district: Hadyao village

Xiengkhouang Province

Nonghead district: Namkonegnour village 

Khoun district: Natong village

Vientiane Capital City

Sikhottabong district: Champa village 

Xaythany district: Nongsonghong village
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Enabling Environment for Child Protection

The focus of this section of the report is the formal components of the child protection system 
currently in place in Lao PDR and how these are functioning.  This includes the legal framework 
for child protection, national level formal child protection system structures, human resources 
for child protection, financial resources for child protection and child protection system 
coordination.

Lao People’s Democratic Republic has made significant progress towards establishing a legal 
framework for child protection since ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child on 
8 May 1991. The current legal framework is based on the Law on Protection of the Interests 
and Rights of Children (No. 05/NA, 2007), which identifies the roles and responsibilities of 
lead and supporting agencies and meets international obligations.  This is further supported 
by the National Plan of Action on the Prevention and Elimination of Violence against Children 
2014-2020, which integrates the prevention of violence against children into strategy and 
action plans for the education, labour and social welfare, as well as the justice sector.

Despite extensive effort by the Government and supporting international agencies to develop 
and strengthen the national legal framework, consistent and predictable implementation 
of laws, decrees, national plans and frameworks has been challenging.  This is attributed to 
structural factors, lack of awareness and clarity with regard to specific roles and responsibilities, 
and capacity both in terms of skills and resources.  

The Lao Government has also demonstrated commitment to building a formal child protection 
system over the past two decades.  A number of government agencies and structures have 
been established at the national level with different mandates, roles and functions in relation 
to child protection.  Multiple coordination mechanisms, including committees, task forces 
and multi-disciplinary teams have been established to address specific issues, particularly 
trafficking of children. 

A major challenge identified by the current assessment and National Working Committee 
discussions is to pinpoint exactly how responsibilities for child protection are to be implemented 
in practice and understanding the division of roles between different agencies and structures.  
For example, while the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare’s Department of Social Welfare is 
technically responsible for the provision of assistance to children in need of special protection, 
this mandate has not been fully realised due to gaps in capacity and resources.

Other key national level structures and potential child protection actors include the Committee 
for the Protection and Assistance to Children, National Commission for Advancement of 
Women and Mothers - Children, Lao Women’s Union, Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee, 
and the National Steering Committee on Human Trafficking.  The Ministry of Education and 
Sport, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Home Affairs and other relevant agencies also have 
important roles to play in ensuring the protection of children. The Department of Social Work at 
the National University of Laos offers two degrees which train graduates to join the social welfare 
workforce.  The Child Protection Working Group is a forum for civil society organisations to 
share information and develop strategies for strengthening their child protection programmes.
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2 Lao Statistics Bureau. The 4th Population and Housing Census.  Vientiane, 2015.  
Accessed from https://www.lsb.gov.la/pdf/PHC-ENG-FNAL-WEB.pdf

 3 Lao Statistics Bureau. The 4th Population and Housing Census (PHC), 2015.

Based on formally appointed roles and structures, the Lao child protection system appears 
complex and extensive.  In reality, however, actual service provision and the presence of 
the formal system on the ground is limited. The significant gap between the numerous child 
protection system structures that have been created and the lack of visibility and assistance 
provided to families and children at the local level is the central challenge currently facing 
the Lao child protection system.

At the local level there is significant overlap between the various quasi-formal groups including 
Child Protection Networks, Village Mediation Units and Village Development Committees – 
which are essentially comprised of the same individuals largely performing the same functions 
under different labels.  During the local level data collection, the majority of respondents 
identified the village authorities as being responsible for responding to child protection issues.  

Child Protection Networks are identified in the legal and regulatory framework as the key 
structure for implementing the child protection system at the local level and linking villages 
to higher levels to ensure service provision.  CPN were specifically designed to address 
the identified gap in child protection prevention and response services at the local level.  
According to MOLSW, to date 1,284 CPN have been established out of an estimated 
8,507 villages in Lao PDR, or approximately 14%.2 

Beyond the practical feasibility of scaling up the CPN model, evidence to date indicates that 
these networks are not able to fulfil their anticipated roles and responsibilities. Evidence from 
this assessment and previous studies indicates that it is not possible to design an effective 
and sustainable child protection system at the local level on the CPN model alone. National 
child protection stakeholders, including both Government and NGO agencies concur with this 
finding and are eager to explore alternative or supplementary strategies as part of the child 
protection system visioning process.

Human and financial resources for child protection

The Lao Government’s commitment to establish a child protection system has been significantly 
limited by the lack of human and financial resources for child and family welfare. Additional  
factors, including limitations on civil service recruitment, as well as the lack of social welfare 
positions both at the sub-national level and across the Government civil service generally, 
also present significant challenges. There are very few qualified social workers in Lao PDR 
and a large majority of Government and NGO staff involved in child protection work at 
the local level are volunteers. While volunteers can play a useful role at the community level, 
this has significant implications for the quality and capacity of local level service provision.  
According to a senior MOLSW official, there is currently one Child Protection and Assistance 
staff member per province, which range from a minimum population of 80,000 (Xaisomboun 
province) to over 900,000 (Savannakhet province).3 Given this ratio of LSW staff to the population 
and combined with the lack of resources for service provision described above, MOLSW is 
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currently unable fulfill a direct role in receiving, managing and responding to child protection 
cases at the sub-national level.

While detailed information on the level of resources for the system was not available during 
the assessment process, a limited amount of information was acquired during discussions 
in the field. At the national level, MOLSW reported receiving 100,000 million Kip for 
social welfare programs in the last financial year, from a proposed budget of 5 billion. 
The majority of these funds are spent on disaster response. At the provincial level MOLSW 
received 320 million Kip for all programming (not including salaries) and 100,000 million 
Kip to support the welfare fund focused on emergency relief. There is no additional 
dedicated budget to support implementation of the CPAC and CPN although MOLSW 
has a mandate to support these mechanisms.  Similarly, there are no specific allocations 
for child protection in sub-national budget plans.

Assessment respondents constantly stated that the current level of financial investment in 
the system is insufficient to sustain even a minimal level of service provision. The Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare does not receive central level budgetary support at the provincial 
and district levels apart from in special circumstances for emergency cases and operates on 
funding provided by provincial Governor’s Offices.  There is no funding provided to support 
the establishment and operation of CPN – volunteer members are expected to contribute 
their time and financial assistance for specific cases is expected to be procured on an 
ad hoc basis from different sources, which appears to occur rarely if at all.  The impact 
of current decentralisation efforts and the Three Builds Policy may have a significant 
impact on the allocation of resources at the sub-national levels, but the details of this 
are not yet available.  Similarly, planned investment in social protection may have a 
beneficial impact on resources to promote child wellbeing at the district and village 
levels but this has yet to be seen. The national Social Protection Strategy currently 
under development may be an important opportunity to advocate for the allocation of 
additional resources and services for families and children.  The child protection system 
vision will include both a short- and medium-term action plan, with the former outlining 
a strategy for moving towards the vision based on existing resources and the latter identifying 
areas and changes that would be prioritised if  additional resources were to become available.

Child protection system coordination

Coordination among government agencies, as well as between government and civil society 
child protection agencies in Lao PDR appears to be irregular and fragmented. While a number 
of different coordinating bodies have been established, these reportedly do not meet on 
a regular basis. Lack of clarity on roles and responsibilities at all levels was described as an 
impediment to effective coordination. While multiple agencies work on similar issues related 
to child protection, there is a tendency to work independently due to vertical authority and 
reporting structures. The majority of coordination forums are issue-based, for example 
on trafficking, and when they do meet, focus on addressing individual cases. There is currently 
no national leading coordination body that provides a regular forum for identifying priorities 
and facilitating joint planning on technical issues pertaining to the child protection system. 
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Demand and Social Norms

This section of the report considers the child protection system from the perspective of 
communites, families and children.  A critical part of this assessment is to understand 
the services and support currently available to children and families facing child 
protection challenges.  Based on this information, it will be possible to identify gaps to be 
addressed and how the system can be structured through the visioning process to 
more effectively respond to current child protection priorities and the needs of 
the population.

Apart from the assistance provided by village authorities, community members did not identify 
any type of formal child and family welfare system service as contributing to the protection of 
children in their village.  While Government and NGO agencies have made significant effort to 
establish structures and services, this has proven challenging due to structural and resource 
limitations.  The majority of child protection issues are handled within families.  When a child 
protection case does come to the attention of village authorities, the primary focus is to 
counsel and if necessary, punish the perpetrator in an effort to ensure that the harm does not 
reoccur. Provision of direct services and support to child victim themselves is often overlooked 
due to the predominant focus on punishment of the perpetrator.  The assessment found that 
these types of services are virtually non-existent at the local level.  

In terms of the service orientation, coverage and accessibility, the few services that do exist 
appear to be primarily focused on response to problems after they have occurred, rather than 
prevention or provision of support to potentially vulnerable families and children.  Coverage 
is limited, particularly at the local level and rural areas.  Services are located predominantly 
in Vientiane and other places where  LWU shelters and SOS Villages are based or specifc 
locations around the country where NGO programmes and projects are in operation. UNICEF 
is supporting the LWU to develop a parenting package that includes holistic development 
and protection messages targeting mothers and fathers in an effort to strengthen prevention 
initiatives.   Pilot materials are being tested in two target provinces and the program will roll 
out in 2020.

Given the findings above that the majority of child protection issues are resolved at 
the community level, the assessment explored how families and communities typically handle 
these types of problems in the absence of support from formal services.  According to mothers, 
fathers, village authorities and children interviewed, family elders play an important role in 
deciding how a problem will be managed within the family.  There is a great deal of respect 
for and deference to family elders and many Lao familes live with multiple generations in one 
household. Grandparents and other elder authority figures represent the first line of response 
for conflict resolution.  

Community respondents identified two traditional practices commonly used to resolve conflict 
and restore community harmony at the village level. Village authorities may ask the perpetrator 
to sign a written statement (ບົດບັນທຶກ) agreeing not to repeat the offending behaviour.  
Advice and guidance may also be provided to the family by the Village Authorities, specifically 
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the Village Head, LNFR or LWO representative, to facilitate reconciliation.  Another traditional 
practice described as being used to resolve conflict and restore community harmony at 
the village level among families or individuals is the Baci ceremony. This ceremony is organised 
in an effort to restore community harmony and the emotional well-being of the child and 
is reportedly common across a variety of ethnic groups.

The demand for formal child protection services is currently limited and families prefer 
to handle cases confidentially and informally. There is little expectation from community 
members or children of any external form of help.  In order for the formal child protection 
system to have an impact, it will be necessary to demonstrate that there are services available 
to meet their child protection needs and that these services are able to consistently provide 
positive outcomes for children.   It may be beneficial to adopt a more supportive approach 
and consider addressing protection issues from a developmental perspective. This may help 
to increase understanding and appreciate of the child protection system and help change 
practices around seeking support.

In conclusion, despite the challenges identified, there is clearly strong commitment on 
the part of the Lao Government, international and national stakeholders to learn from 
experience to date and work together to identify a contextually appropriate vision of child 
protection system. Strengthening the child protection system will require working with 
communities to identify what approaches and types of support are desirable and how these  
could most effectively supporting their ability to ensure the wellbeing of children. It is 
sincerely hoped that the evidence and findings presented in this assessment report 
represent a useful and constructive resource and foundation for the system visioning 
process and future efforts to strengthen the child protection system in Lao PDR.  

Recommendations

Child Protection System Development

zz Based on the evidence, agree on a national vision for the Lao child protection 
system that is appropriate for the context. Building on positive community practices, 
it is recommended that the system vision explore ways to leverage existing strengths, 
local resources and experiences highlighted in the assessment.  

zz Hold consultations with communities to ensure that the proposed approach or 
vision for strengthening the child protection system is acceptable and beneficial 
from the perspective of families and children in Lao PDR. The child protection system 
should align with and support the primary and critical role of parents and extended 
family in ensuring the protection of children.  

Child Protection System Structures 

zz Use pre-existing structures and avoid trying to establish new mechanisms at 
the community level. Evidence clearly indicates that attempts to establish externally 
driven dedicated child protection structures has had limited impact in Lao PDR. 
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zz Begin to identify possible leadership at the local administration level for ensuring 
families are supported and children are protected. This can be done by beginning to 
test and pilot options through existing functioning structures, including the Lao Women’s 
Union, the Village Development Committee, Village Mediation Units or village security. 

zz Design and provide targeted training and capacity building to ensure that 
structures and individuals at all levels are in a position to effectively implement 
their child and family support and protection roles.  Piloting the leadership roles 
described above should be combined with provision of regular and continuous support 
to fulfil intended roles and expectations from communities.

zz Clarify roles and responsibilities of the different actors working in child protection 
at all levels during the piloting phase, especially at local level. A primary objective 
of the child protection visioning process is to clearly agree and define roles and 
responsibilities of key system actors, specifically MOLSW, NCAWMC, CPAC and the LWU 
in relation to what takes place at the village level, including service delivery coordination 
and reporting.

zz Pilot and experiment local processes to confidently develop procedures that result 
in better coordination between the different actors working in child protection.  
As MOLSW is not currently in a position to support direct service delivery to all child 
protection cases at the local level, coordination with other agencies and authorities 
that have a formal presence at the village level and can provide direct service provision, 
such as LWU, MOJ and others, is essential. 

Legal and Policy Framework 

zz Build the capacity of law enforcement, justice, child protection actors and other 
relevant agencies/institutions to implement the existing legal and regulatory 
framework. The present legal and policy framework is relatively well developed and 
child protection has been increasingly formalized and regulated by laws, implementation 
decrees, regulations, ministerial instructions, and national action plans. However, there 
is currently little evidence of consistent or predictable implementation of national 
legislation pertaining to child protection. There appears to be extremely limited 
awareness of existing legislation, strategies and guidelines at the sub-national level, 
compounded by the limited capacity and resources available to support effective 
implementation.

zz Consider development of an integrated policy on child wellbeing to leverage efforts 
and services across sectors. Given the factors that communities identify as being linked 
to child protection, including poverty, environmental dangers, drug abuse, nutrition, 
school access and others, it may be beneficial to develop legislation or an integrated 
policy to promote child wellbeing rather than focusing narrowly on child protection and 
violence.
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Child Protection Services and Support 

zz Expand the level of service provision and forms of assistance available to children 
and families.   While resources are limited, the provision of tangible support to children 
and families facing protection challenges should be prioritised, including preventive 
support to vulnerable families and children as well as response services after problems 
occur.  

zz Place family strengthening at the heart of efforts to ensure the protection of children. 
The formal child protection system should support and strengthen the central role 
played by parents and extended families in ensuring the wellbeing of children.  

zz Identify a minimum package of services that the Lao Government and child 
protection stakeholders commit to ensuring are available for all children at the 
local level both at present and in the future. Due to resource limitations, these will 
likely be minimal and largely provided by informal actors at the extended family and 
community level.  

zz As part of the child protection system vision discussions, stakeholders will agree 
upon a practical approach for identifying and supporting vulnerable families. 
This will require identifying child protection focal persons at the village level to provide 
these services, as described above.  

zz Define the anticipated role of professional and para-social workers in the child 
protection system. The role of professional social workers, para-professionals and 
volunteers will need to be decided based on key functions to be identified within 
the system, determining where they will be placed and what their responsibilities 
should include.  This should be accompanied by a plan for how these positions can be 
filled with qualified, well-supervised staff.

Coordination and collaboration across aligned sectors

zz Assess the feasibility, including political and institutional will, for adopting an 
integrated approach to children under the legal and regulatory framework. 
It may be beneficial to consider addressing protection issues from a developmental and 
integrated perspective.  This includes looking at the role of the health, education, justice 
and other key sectors in ensuring the well-being of children, widening the scope of 
the system from a narrow focus on violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation.  

zz Ensure that the coordination mechanisms and processes required to oversee 
the child protection system are functioning in practice. The child protection system 
visioning process will identify broad functions associated with different agencies.  

zz Improve coordination with other sectors, including education, justice, health and 
social security, to ensure children and families have access to basic services by more 
clearly defining respective and common functions. The National Working Committee 
highlighted this as a key area for further development of the child protection system in 
partnership with MOES and MOH.
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zz Develop an integrated cross-sectoral approach to child protection issues and 
how these affect child rights more broadly, and especially health, educational 
and justice outcomes. For example, the implementation and monitoring frameworks 
for the social development policy, currently under development, should focus on how 
children will benefit directly or indirectly from the implementation of different social 
protection instruments. 

Child Protection System Resources

zz Undertake a fiscal space analysis and develop a resource mobilisation strategy. 
Given the resource challenges it may be necessary to conduct a specific space analysis 
of the resources currently available and that could be mobilised for child protection 
through all channels (government, bi-lateral and multi-lateral agencies, national and 
inter-national NGOs). The development of national and sub national budget guidelines 
for CP is also important in order to identify lines against which budget submissions can 
be made.

zz Link child protection to the macro development framework. Inclusion of specific 
objectives or sub-objectives related to the implementation of the plan of action to 
strengthen the national child protection system in this implementation framework 
would not only raise the profile of child protection within the national Government but 
may also facilitate future resource mobilisation.  

zz Develop guidance for development partners based on the new system vision 
and action plans.  Once finalised, the vision for the child protection system and 
the accompanying action plan should be used to guide the child protection actions of 
different government ministries, non-governmental organisations and international 
development partners. 



[11]Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR

Abbreviations and Acronyms
CAWMC Commission for Advancement of Women and Mothers - Children

CRC  United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  

CPAC  Committee for the Protection and Assistance for Children

CPN  Child ProtectionNetwork  

CPWG  Child Protection Working Group

EMBS  Ethnic Minority Boarding School  

FGD  Focus Group Discussion  

JJCC  Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee

Lao P.D.R. Lao People’s Democratic Republic  

LSIS  Laos Social Indicator Survey   

LFNC  Lao Front for National Construction

LWU  Lao Women’s Union  

LYU  Lao Revolutionary Youth Union

MOES  Ministry of Education and Sports  

MOH  Ministry of Health  

MOJ  Ministry of Justice

MOLSW Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare  

MOU  Memorandum of Understanding

NCAWMC  National Commission for Advancement of Women and Mothers - Children 

NCMC  National Commission for Mothers and Children

NSEDP  National Socio-Economic Development Plan

NGO  Non‐Governmental Organization  

NPA  National Plan of Action

NPAMC  National Plan of Action for Mothers and Children

NSCAHT National Steering Committee on Anti-Human Trafficking 

NUOL  National University of Laos  

PCAWMC Provincial Commission for Advancement of Women and Mothers - Children

PDR  People’s Democratic Republic 

PSCAHT Provincial Steering Committees on Anti-Human Trafficking

SSI  Semi-Structured Interview

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

UXO  Unexploded Ordinances

VAC  Violence against Children

VCMU  Village Child Mediation Unit

VMU  Village Mediation Unit
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I. Introduction
This report presents the findings of the Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR 
conducted by Child Frontiers for the Government of Lao PDR and UNICEF from February to 
June 2019.  This initiative represents an important milestone towards achieving the goals of the 
Strategic Plan for Social Welfare Development 2011-2020 and is designed to contribute toan 
ambitious program led by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) to articulate a 
vision for the child protection system that is based on the Lao context, resources and national 
aspirations. The overall process involves the following steps, beginning with the present 
assessment and further elaborated in Table 1 below:

zz Assess the child protection system to update existing information and identify system 
gaps, priorities and recommendations for the vision development;

zz Work with national stakeholders to articulate a clear vision for the child protection 
system;

zz Based on the agreed system vision, develop a costed implementation plan;

zz Develop a social welfare workforce development plan linked to the overall vision and 
implementation plan;

zz Design a pilot project and budget for implementing the new system in one province.

This assessment of the child protection system in Lao PDR builds upon previous assessments 
conducted in 2009 and 2014 to look more specifically at identifying the different system 
components in place, analysing how well they are functioning and documenting the 
perspectives of different stakeholders involved.  Specific information on capacity and service 
provision gaps will inform the system strengthening vision and National Plan of Action for 
Child Protection System Strengthening (2021-2025) to be developed, as well as the social 
welfare workforce development plan and pilot project design.
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Table 1: Assessment Stages and Steps
A

SS
ES

SM
EN

T 
ST

A
G

E

Step 1: Inception mission and introductory Working Committee Meeting

Step 2: Literature review

Step 3: Draft methodology and tools

Step 4: Final inception report

Step 5: Preparation data collection 

Step 6: Central, provincial, district and village level data collection

Step 7: Sector Survey

Step 8: Working Committee Meeting I (Vientiane, May 2019)

Step 9: Data analysis 

V
IS

IO
N

IN
G

 S
TA

G
E

Step 10: Working Committee Meeting II (Vang Vieng, June 2019)

Step 11: Draft assessment report development

Step 12: Working Committee Meeting III (Thalat, August 2019)

Step 13: Report finalisation

Step 14: In-country Mission 6

PL
A

N
N

IN
G

 S
TA

G
E

Step 15: Working Committee Meeting IV 

(Child Protection System Vision Development). (Thalat, November 2019)

Step 16: Child Protection System Action Plan Development 

Step 17: Drafting SWW Strengthening Strategy and Action Plan

Step 18: Model / pilot design first draft

Step 19: Costing of action plan, strategy and model pilot

Step 20: Submission of final deliverables
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II. Assessment purpose and objectives
The purpose of this assessment is to update information about the Lao PDR child protection 
system in collaboration with MOLSW and national stakeholders. A National Working 
Committee of child protection actors chaired by MOLSW and including representatives from 
the NCAWMC, LWU, Office of the People’s Supreme Prosecutor, MPI, MOES, MOH, the Office 
of the Prime Minister, as well as development partners and civil society representatives, 
have provided valuable oversight and input by collectively reviewing and validating 
information collected, including proving input to preliminary versions of this report. 
See Annex IV and V for TWG membership and TOR.

The methodology adopted elements of action research, merging traditional research 
strategies (utilising both quantitative and qualitative methods) with participatory 
policy development and decision-making processes in collaboration with the National 
Work ing Committee.  Through a process of  col laborative analysis  with MOLSW 
and the Working Committee, key decisions and recommendations will  be made 
to determine the most appropriate way forward for the child protection system in 
Lao PDR,  including for strengthening the social workforce and design of the pilot project.

Ethical Considerations

Child Frontiers takes child protection seriously. In line with good practice for child safe 
organizations, Child Frontiers has its own child protection policy and procedures under 
which all of our associates and partners work. Associates of Child Frontiers are vetted for their 
suitability to work with children and any researcher is required to sign our Code of Conduct. 
The key research principles, process for obtaining informed consent and researcher code of 
conduct are presented in detail in Annex VI.

Child Frontiers adheres to UNICEF Procedures for Ethical Standards in Research, Evaluation and 
Data Collection.  Consultation with communities and children during the research process was 
underpinned by the ethical principles enshrined in UNICEF’s Strategic Guidance Note which 
sets out minimum standards for ethical research with children (see http://childethics.com/
ethical guidance). 
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III. Analytical Framework
A detailed analytical framework was develop to guide the assessment and is presented in Annex I. 
The analysis was categorised under the three core questions designed to collect information 
to address the objectives of the assessment and wasconducted through an equity lens to 
understand whether services are reaching the most vulnerable children.  The core questions 
used to guide the system assessment process are presented below. Each question has been 
addressed by multiple data collection tools in order to triangulate and evaluate the level of 
validity of the findings.  

Child Protection System Assessment: Core Questions

1. What formal components of the child protection system are currently in place in 
Lao PDR? How effectively are these functioning?

The focus of this macro question is on the formal components of the system.  This will involve 
an analysis of the normative framework (what is planned) and what exists in reality. Questions 
of how the system functions across different administrative levels (national, provincial, district, 
village level) are also analysed. 

2. How do children and families currently deal with child protection issues? What is 
their experience of the formal child protection system? 

The focus of this area is to understand perceptions of system ‘clients’. Questions for consideration 
include how familes, communities and children perceive the formal system and make use of it, 
and whether communities have alternative practices to the formal system.  

3. Is the current formal child protection system sustainable, appropriate and relevant 
for the local context?

Based on an analysis of the wider context in which the child protection system operates and 
has developed, this area of the assessment brings together all the elements of how the system 
works and aims at understanding why it does so in this manner.  This process of macro analysis, 
conducted in collaboration with the Working Committee, allows identification of existing 
bottlenecks and opportunities to inform development of the System Vision, action planning, 
social workforce development plan and proposed pilot model. An understanding of how and 
why the system works at different levels and accessibility of the formal system to the population, 
particularly the most vulnerable, provides a critical evidence base to inform the articulation of 
recommendations and identify appropriate ways forward for strengthening the child protection 
system in Lao PDR.
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IV. Methodology
This assessment of the child protection system in Lao PDR builds upon previous assessments 
conducted in 2009 and 2014 to look more specifically at identifying specific system components, 
their interaction (at all levels), bottlenecks and opportunities, the different processes involved, 
present capacities, as well as perspectives of different stakeholders involved.  Information on 
capacity and service provision gaps will be collected to inform the system strengthening vision 
and plan of action, as well as the social welfare workforce development plan and pilot project 
design.

Research Tools

The following is a list of research tools utilised during the child protection system assessment. 
Information collected on each assessment area was cross-checked through application 
of multiple tools with different respondent groups to establish a holistic and accurate 
understanding of current system structures, roles and responsibilities, resources and processes.  

zz Semi-structured interviews (National, Provincial, District, Village Level)

zz Group discussions (District, Village Level)

zz Online Labor and Social Welfare sector staff survey (Provincial, District Level)

Semi-structured interviews: A series of targeted interviews were held with key stakeholders 
responsible for the welfare of children and families in Vientiane capital, as well as at the 
provincial and districit levels to identify their respective roles, responsibilities and functions 
within the system.  This included interviews conducted with: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare (MOLSW) at different levels, Lao Women’s Union (LWU), the National University of Laos 
Faculty of Social Sciencesand other concerned ministries. In addition, the team consulted with 
key INGOs (Save the Children, World Vision, Plan International, Child Fund, Friends International, 
etc.) involved in implementing child protection programmes.

Group Discussions: Focus group discussions were conducted to learn about the views of 
different groups. These purposeful discussions involved groups of 8 – 10 people with similar 
characteristics, following a series of guided questions.  The assessment included group 
discussions with provincial CPAC members, Village Authorities, Child Protection Network 
members, mothers, fathers, and adolescent boys and girls in all of the fieldwork sites.

LSW Sector Workforce Survey: An electronic survey was sent to MOLSW provincial and district 
level staff quantitative and technical data on mandates, services provided and the financial and 
human resources available to government, NGO and other agencies in Lao PDR.  This included 
an analysis of the capacity of frontline workers to provide child protection services and current 
gaps and challenges. A total of 26 responses were received from 9 provinces. 4

4 Attapeu, Bolikhamxai, Champasak, Houaphan, LuangNamtha, Savannakhet, Vientiane, Xaignabouli, Xékong.
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Data Collection

Data was collected at the provincial, district and village levels, with community level research 
conducted in two villages per province. During the Inception Mission, it was agreed that 

ideally fieldwork be conducted in 3 provinces, one 
each from the South, Central and Northern regions. 
It was deliberately agreed to identify provinces not 
included in previous assssments, and data from 
those studies (also conducted by Child Frontiers) is 
reflected in the present assessment.  The following 
provinces were selected: Attapeu, Xiengkhouang 
and Vientiane Capital.  Two villages from each 
provice were selected for data collection, one in an 
urban and one in a rural setting.  Data collection sites 
are presented in Table 2.  For a detailed list of the 
sources of information, methods used and selection 
criteria, see Annex II.

Assessment Limitations

The assessment faced a few limitations that impacted the data collection process described 
below. However, these did not significantly compromise the methodology or validity of the 
findings.  In some cases, the conditions under which FGDs and interviews were conducted 
were suboptimal and offered limited privacy.  For example, several FGDs with adolescents 
were held in parallel in the same room or outside in locations with bystanders, which in some 
cases made children feel shy to speak. The fieldwork team and accompanying MOLSW staff 
did their best to minimise disruptions and ensure participants felt comfortable and confident 
to share their views freely. Data collection in Hadyao, Attapeu was conducted in a temporary 
shelter where respondents were being housed following a natural disaster. The difficult living 
conditions presented significant challenges for the fieldwork in this location.

Another limitation is the fact that one of the villages in Attapeu where fieldwork was 
conducted was planning to acquire ‘crime free village’ status. During previous assessments this 
has presented a challenge for collecting data on child protection issues, as local authorities 
and community members can be reluctant to share information that may potentially cast 
their village in a negative light. This was compounded by the traditonal reluctance to discuss 
potentially internal family issues related to child protection in a public group dicussion forum, 
as explained further in Section C: Demand and Social Norms. 

The evaluation methodology provided clear guidance for the selection of group discussion 
participants, which was reiterated to counterparts organising the sessions.  For example, 
members of the Village Development Committee, LWU and other groups were not to be 
included in discussions with mothers and fathers in an effort to get the perspective of 
community members.  In some cases, representatives of these groups participated and 

Table 2: Research Locations

Attapeu Province

Samakhixay district – Konghung village 

Sanamxay district – Hadyao village

Xiengkhouang Province

Nonghead district – Namkonegnour village 

Khoun district – Natong village

Vientiane Capital City

Sikhottabong district – Champa village 

Xaythany district – Nongsonghong village
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tended to dominate the discussion. In these cases, the facilitator did her / his best to minimise 
the disruption or where possible, ask the individual to leave.

The issue of confidentiality was extremely important to ensure respondents felt at liberty 
to speak freely.  MOLSW staff accompanying the research team played an important role in 
introducing the purpose of the study and encouraging participants, including government 
officials and community members, to share their views honestly.  Participants were informed 
that their names would not be used in the report. While in some cases, it may be interesting 
or useful to know who provided specific information or perspectives, the team is not at liberty 
to share any identifying data. 

Another limitation of the assessment was the collection of data in relation to the Three Builds 
Ordinance, as none of the fieldwork locations were Three Builds pilot villages. The available 
information on this ordinance is presented in Section B: Enabling Environment, however 
this requires updating and elaboration, particularly in terms of the outcomes of the piloting 
process. National Working Committee Members highlighted the importance and potential 
implications of this policy for the child protection system visioning and social welfare workforce 
strengthening processes and it is therefore recommended that targeted interviews be 
conducted and information collected during upcoming missions and working group meetings 
to address this. From the wealth of information collected and presented in this assessment 
report, however, it appears that the overall data collection was ultimately productive, despite 
the minor limitations and challenges encountered.
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V. Child Protection System Assessment: Key Findings

A. Child Protection Context

In order for the child protection system vision to be appropriate for the national context, it must 
be designed to prevent and respond to challenges and threats to the wellbeing of children in 
Lao PDR.  This section of the assessment draws on evidence collected through the literature 
review, prior assessments and consultations with local authorities, child protection network 
members, parents and children to identify priority protection issues and areas of concern. 

The majority of children and adolescents in Lao PDR are fortunate to grow up in caring families 
and communities, surrounded by immediate and extended relatives as well as community 
members who help to protect and ensure their well-being.  However, research, national 
surveys and studies show that children in Lao PDR also face a range of serious protection risks, 
including physical, emotional and sexual violence.5 

Literature Review Findings

The national Violence Against Children Survey 
found that 15 per cent of females and 16.9 per 
cent of males experienced at least one form of 
physical violence before the age of 18.6  The 
survey found that emotional violence was 
most often perpetrated by children’s parents 
and step-parents. The fact that of those girls 
surveyed, who reported experiencing sexual 
abuse, none received any help or services is 
of particular relevance to the present child 
protection system strengthening and visioning 
process.  

The most recent Lao Social Indicator Survey 
II reported a reduction in violence against 
children, with the percentage of children 
age 1 to 14 years who experienced physical 
punishment by any violent discipline method 
decreasing from 77 to 69 per cent over the last five years.7 However the survey found that 7 
out of 10 children between ages 2 to 14 have experienced at least one form of psychological 
aggression or physical punishment from an adult in their household. 

KEY FINDINGS: VIOLENCE AGAINST 
CHILDREN SURVEY

• Over 1/3 of girls and boys are subjected to 

violence

• 1 in 6 children experience physical violence 

before age 18

• 1 in 5 children are subjected to emotional 

violence at home

• 1 in 10 children experience sexual abuse

• Most incidents of sexual abuse occur in a home 

setting

• 5.2% of girls know where to get help if sexually 

abused

• No gir ls  who experienced sexual abuse 

received help

5 Violence Against Children Survey In Lao PDR, Lao Social Indicator Survey II 2017, Child and Family Welfare System Assessments 2014, 2009, 
Study on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Lao PDR.

6 Lao Statistics Bureau and the National Commission for Mothers and Children. 2014. Violence Against Children Survey In Lao PDR. Vientiane, 
Lao PDR: Lao Statistics Bureau and NCMC.

7 Lao Statistics Bureau. 2018. Lao Social Indicator Survey II 2017, Survey Findings Report. Vientiane, Lao PDR: Lao Statistics Bureau and UNICEF
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The LSIS II also provides data on other indicators of child wellbeing including birth registration, 
child labour and child marriage.  The birth registration rate of children under five is 73 per cent, 
(compared to 75 per cent in LSIS I) and only 10 per cent of mothers or caretakers are reportedly 
aware of how to register the birth with civil authorities.8 Birth registration rates are highest 
among mothers with more education,  children from Lao-Tai headed households and families 
living in urban areas.  In terms of child labour, the survey found 27.9 per cent of children aged 
5 to 17 years were working under hazardous conditions during the last week, and 42.8 per cent 
were engaged in child labour during the last week9. 

Child marriage remains a challenge in Lao PDR, particularly in rural areas. 32.8 per cent of 
women aged 20-49 have first married or entered a marital union before 18 and 23.5% of 
women age 15-19 years report being currently married or in union.10 The LSIS II found that 
education is an important factor in relation to child marriage. This is clearly indicated by 
the evidence with 46.4 per cent of women aged 20 to 49 years with no education are married 
before age 18, only 1.5 per cent of women in this age group with a higher level of education 
are married before 18 years.  In terms of ethnic differences, Hmong-Mien headed households 
were found to have the highest percentage of women aged 20 to 49 years who were married 
before age 18 (54.9 per cent).11 

Fieldwork Data Collection

Data collected during the fieldwork for the present assessment corroborate the findings of 
the Violence Against Children Survey and LSIS II. Community members and children clearly 
identified linkages between school-drop out and early marriage.  Adolescent girls explained 
that they wanted to stay in school as long as possible to have a better future and avoid getting 
married at a young age.  Respondents also indicated that child marriage and school drop-out 
are more frequent among the Hmong-Mien ethnic group.While violence clearly remains an 
important protection concern, groups in different locations consistently stated that violence 
against children has reduced in recent years due to greater awareness and less acceptance of 
harsh physical discipline and other forms of violence against children.  While specific forms and 
dynamics are identified and explored in more detail below,the issue of violence generally did 
not rank very high among the main concerns of the community in relation to child wellbeing.

Domestic Violence

The most prevalent form of violence described by adults and children was psychological or 
verbal violence, experienced mainly at home. This type of violence was linked to parenting 
styles and described as a way to discipline children.  Other forms of domestic violenceincluded 
physical violence or arguments between parents which directly or indirectly affected 
children living in the household.  Mothers frequently attributed arguments between parents 
resulting in violence in the home to alcohol consumption by the father. This is consistent with 

8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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the Violence Against Children Survey findings on emotional violence perpetrated by parents 
and step-parents. Exploitation and sexual abuse were rarely mentioned by respondents, 
although this may also be due to the sensitivity of these subjects and reluctance to raise these 
issues in a public forum.  

It is important to note that while violence clearly remains a serious protection concern, groups 
in different locations consistently stated that violence against children has reduced in recent 
years due to greater awareness and less acceptance of harsh physical discipline and other 
forms of violence against children.  This was attributed to awareness-raising campaigns and 
efforts by government agencies and NGOs to combat tolerance of this type of treatment of 
children.  In many of the villages visited, adults decribed a change in regard to hitting children 
– this is now reportedly quite rare, while in the past it seems to have been more common. 
This finding is confirmed by LSIS II data on the percentage of caretakers of children age 
1-14 years who believe that physical punishment is needed to bring up, raise, or educate 
a child properly.  The number of caretakers with this belief has dropped significantly from 
42 per cent in 2011 to 25.3 per cent in 2017.12 This is a positive indication that prevention 
efforts and campaigns to increase awareness of children’s rights and alternative forms 
of discipline are having an impact on social norms and cultural practices related to child 
protection.

Neglect

Another important factor identified by respondents affecting the wellbeing of children was 
the issue of neglect. It was explained that this problem did not result from parents’ deliberately 
abandoning or leaving their children alone. However, during planting or harvesting seasons 
when adults have to toil in the field or leave to do other work, they may not have alternatives 
to leaving children at home to look after themselves. It was also noted that children are 
usually not completely alone as there may be neighbours, grandparents or other relatives 
nearby.  However, this was flagged as a concern due to fear that children may not be well 
looked after during these times and may hurt themselves preparing food or in other situations. 
During discussions with the National Working Committee overseeing this assessment, it was 
emphasized that the translation of the term ‘neglect’ should clearly indicate that this is not 
perceived to be a deliberate action by parents.

Other Child Protection Challenges

Child labour, child marriage, disability and UXO were also mentioned as child protection 
concerns affecting children in Lao PDR, although with less consistency and frequency across 
locations.  Child labour was described in relation to poverty and the need for older children to 
work to generate income or food for their family. Like neglect, child labour was not generally 
seen as a deliberate act of harm perpetrated by parents but rather a consequence of the 
socio-economic reality faced by poor families. Corroborating the LSIS II findings, child marriage 
was linked to education and both parents and child respondents consistently explained that 
adolescent girls and boys who remained in school were less likely to marry at a young age. 

12 Lao Statistics Bureau. 2018. Lao Social Indicator Survey II 2017, Survey Findings Report. Vientiane, Lao PDR: Lao Statistics Bureau and UNICEF.
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In Xiangkhouang province, a few respondents mentioned the issue of girls and young women 
getting married to men in China, but the exact ages or number of girls who have experienced 
this was unclear.

Figure 1: Child Protection Factors and Poverty

As described above, assessment respondents frequently identified poverty as a root cause of 
a number of the child protection challenges  faced in their community.  The causal relationship 
between poverty and child protection challenges is often more complex and often involves 
a number of interrelated issues. For example, poverty can result in children dropping out of 
school due to lack of funds for school fees or materials, or the need for children to stay at home 
to help with housework and childcare. 

Children also reportedly drop out of school for other reasons – in some cases following 
the example of friends who have dropped out, others may not find school interesting or 
engaging and some prefer to start working to earn an income and independence.  School 
drop-out is linked with a range of child protection issues, including early marriage, child labor, 
as well as drug use.  Lack of parental care due to a number of reasons, including poverty, was 
identified as another important root cause of child protection problems. This could be due to 
parents migrating to Vientiane or other regions and neighboring countries for work, going 
to the fields for the day, as well as issues related to step-parents and children being sent to 
live with relatives for different reasons.  Neglect or lack of parental care can result in physical 
accidents occuring in the home, especially for younger children, and can result in older children 
engaging in dangerous behaviours due to lack of supervision or deciding to go to work to help 
support the family or gain independence.

A number of the issues described by parents, children and local authorities that threaten 
the wellbeing of children in their communities are not issues typically addressed by the child 
protection system.  This includes, for example, lack of sufficient or nutritious food, access to 
quality healthcare, road accidents, school drop-outs and drug use.  While these may not be 
traditionally considered child protection issues, it is important to note that these are of serious 
concern to parents, children and community members and should be taken into consideration 
in  collaboration with relevant partner ministries and agencies. 
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Neglect of children:

Parent have to leave 
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to help support their family
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Perceptions of Child Protection Risks by Respondent Group

Due to the limited sample size and diversity of locations where fieldwork was conducted, 
it is difficult to clearly delineate differences in views between respondent groups based 
on gender and age.  However, the research team observed that groups of fathers and local 
authorities tended to be more focused on broader child welfare issues, specifically lack of 
access to quality healthcare, sufficient nutrition and danger from road accidents. These groups 
seemed less concerned about the issue of violence and tended not to identify this as a serious 
problem.  While the majority of respondent groups interviewed highlighted safety, nutrition 
and healthcare, mothers in most locations also spoke more openly about the experience of 
violence in the home.  This was usually described as being perpetrated by the father or a male 
relative. Adolescent boys and girls reported experiencing emotional, verbal, psychological 
violence within their family.  

Child Risk Factors by Location

Table 3 presents the leading child protection risk factors identified by location based on the 
fieldwork data collection.  It was interesting to note that gambling (by parents and children) 
was only mentioned as a risk factor in Vientiane during this assessment, however this was 
mentioned as a risk factor affecting mothers and fathers in Luang Namtha and Savannakhet 
in the previous assessment in 2014.  Similarly, the danger of children becoming involved with 
drugs was only mentioned in Vientiane and Xiangkhouang, however this appeared to be a 
serious concern in both of these locations, with few services available to help families deal with 
this issue.  This refers to use of drugs (yaa baa / 
methamphetamine) by children, in some cases 
of quite young children (11 to 12 years old).

C o m m u n i t y  r e s p o n d e n t s  i n  t h e  2 0 1 4 
assessment, particularly in Luang Namtha, 
a lso  emphasised that  the use  of  drugs 
and alcohol was having a major impact on 
families, contributing to increased levels of 
child neglect, violence within the home and 
community, as well as criminal behaviour and 
other social challenges.15 Respondents in this 
location focused on the repercussions of drug 
use of parents on children rather than of use 
by children themselves, with village heads 
highlighting the increased the risk of violence 
against children by intoxicated parents, 
as well as related financial problems which 
may result in parents being unable to meet 

Table 3: Child protection risk factors 
identified by location

ATTAPEU 

1  Emotional / verbal violence

2 Domestic violence linked to alcohol

3 Lack of income13

XIENGKHOUANG

1 Child neglect

2 Domestic violence linked to alcohol

3 Danger of addiction to drugs14

VIENTIANE

1 Danger of addiction to drugs

2 Emotional violence

3 Gambling / drinking alcohol

13 Especially relevant for families living in temporary shelter.

14 Yaa baa (methamphetamine).

15 Child Frontiers.  Lao PDR Child and Family Welfare System Assessment. 2014.
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the basic needs of children such as food, clothing and money to attend school.  In Savannakhet 
and Vientiane, the issue of young children recruited by adults to transport and deliver drugs 
was reported by village authorities as an area of concern.  The relationship between drug and 
alcohol use with child protection is not necessarily linked to poverty.

Emotional and verbal violence, as well as domestic violence linked to alcohol were identified as 
a leading child protection concern in all locations where fieldwork was conducted.  In Attapeu, 
these issues appeared to be particularly problematic for displaced families living in temporary 
shelter due to close living quarters and high levels of stress as a result of the loss of their homes, 
livelihood and privacy.  Other forms of violence were not mentioned in Attapeu or in Vientiane 
Capital.  

None of the respondents in any of the locations where fieldwork was conducted mentioned 
child trafficking as a serious or common concern.  This is an interesting finding given the 
traditional focus of child protection agencies in Lao PDR on this issue and was also found 
to be the case in the previous mapping conducted in 2014.  During the 2014 mapping, only 
one group of community respondents – mothers in Savannakhet – specifically mentioned 
trafficking as a concern, although community members in Savannakhet highlighted illegal 
migration as a child protection challenge.16 

What are the implications of these findings for the national child protection system 
visioning process?

Local authorities, parents and children interviewed for this assessment were able to identify 
a series of challenges and threats to the wellbeing of children in their communities. While 
the majority of respondents focused predominantly on general factors affecting healthy 
development of children, the assessment corroborates the findings of previous studies that 
have identified the occurrence of violence and other child protection issues.  Violence against 
children is reportedly decreasing due to greater awareness and less acceptance of violence 
against children and other serious child protection violations, however community members 
interviewed generally do not feel that emotional, verbal or light physical violence used for 
discipline of a child is a serious problem.  Similarly, while the issue of trafficking has received 
significant attention and investment, this issue is rarely mentioned by parents, children or local 
authorities as a child protection priority.  

This highlights the gap between the issues that parents, children and local authorities believe 
present the greatest risk of harm and the programme strategies and priorities of international 
and government agencies working on child protection. As will be explored in more detail 
below in Section B: Enabling environment for child protection, the current child protection system 
is structured to focus on specific child protection issues, with responsibility for different areas 
such as child labour, street children or child trafficking assigned to different agencies.  However 
community members are more focused on the root causes that can result in child protection 
problems such as poverty, school drop-outs, alcohol and drug abuse and other factors.

16 Child Frontiers.  Lao PDR Child and Family Welfare System Assessment. 2014.
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While it will be important to consider the realistic scope of the child protection system and 
what is possible to be included and addressed, the system will also need to consider and reflect 
community perspectives in order to design appropriate initiatives and services. It may therefore 
be necessary for the system vision to incorporate a more holistic child welfare approach, 
rather than narrowly targeting specific protection issues in isolation.  Section C: Demand and 
Social Norms will explore how the system is currently addressing the different child protection 
risks identified from the perspective of families, children and local authorities.  

B. Enabling Environment for Child Protection

The focus of this section of the report is the formal components of the child protection system 
currently in place in Lao PDR and how these are functioning. This involves analysis of the 
normative framework (what is planned) and what exists in reality. Questions of how the system 
functions across different administrative levels (national, provincial, district, village level) are 
also analysed. This includes a review of existing laws, decrees, national plans and frameworks 
related to child protection; mapping system actors, along with their mandates, roles and 
responsibilities, as well as analysis of system management and coordination mechanisms and 
their functioning at the central, provincial, district, village levels, as well as between levels.
The current social welfare workforce and technical capacity will be explored, along with the 
management of child protection information and use of information, as well as the financial 
resources currently available for the child protection system.

Legal Framework for Child Protection

Lao People’s Democratic Republic has made significant progress towards establishing a legal 
framework for child protection since ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child on 
8 May 1991. The current legal framework is based on the Law on Protection of the Interests 
and Rights of Children (No. 05/NA, 2007), which identifies the roles and responsibilities of 
lead and supporting agencies and meets international obligations.  This is further supported 
by the National Plan of Action on the Prevention and Elimination of Violence against Children 
2014-2020, which integrates the prevention of violence against children into strategic and 
action plans for the education, labour and social welfare, as well as the justice sector.

The Law on the Protection of the Interests and Rights of Children stipulates that a network 
system be established by the CPAC to monitor and assist children (Article 38) without explicit 
mention of CPN. CPN were subsequently formally integrated into the child protection system 
under Ministerial Agreement on Establishment of Child Protection Networks in 2017.
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LEGISLATION

• Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007)

• Penal Code (revised 2017)

• Law on Anti-Trafficking in Persons (2016)

• Constitution of Lao PDR (amended 2015) – Article 34 states that the State respects, protects and ensures 

human rights and fundamental rights of Lao citizens in accordance with the law.

• Law on Preventing and Combatting Violence against Women and Children (2015)

• Education Law (revised 2015) 

• Law on Juvenile Criminal Procedure (2014)

• Labour Law (amended 2014) – complies with International Labour Organization (ILO) Law on the 

Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children ( No 05/ NA, 2007) Conventions 138 and 182.

• Law on Youth (2009)

• Family Law (revised 2008)

DECREES / AGREEMENTS

• Decree on Adoption of Children (2014)

• Ministerial Agreement on Establishment of Child Protection Networks (MOLSW 2017)

• Ministerial Agreement on the Organization and Obligations of the Committee for Protection and Assistance 

for Children at Central Level (2014)

• Prime Ministerial Decree on the Approval and Declaration of Application of the National Plan of Action 

against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (No. 160/PM/ 2008)

NATIONAL PLANS and STRATEGIC FRAMEWORKS

• National Commission for Mothers and Children Strategy (2016-2025) and Vision for 2030

• 8th National Socio-Economic Plan (NSEDP) (2016-2020)

• National Plan of Action on Prevention and Elimination of Violence against Women and Violence against 

Children (2014-2020)

• Multi-sectoral Response to the National Violence against Children Survey (2018)

• National Plan of Action to Prevent and Combat Trafficking in Persons (2013-2015) 

• Social Welfare Strategic Development Plan (2011-2020) 

• Strategic Framework for Justice for Children (2010-2020)

• National Plan of Action Against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (NCMC, MOLSW) 2007-2011 

• Education for all National Plan of Action (MOES 2003 – 2015)

Implementation of child protection legislation

Despite extensive effort by the Government and supporting international agencies to 
develop and strengthen the national legal framework in Lao PDR consistent and predictable 
implementation of laws, decrees, national plans and frameworks related to child protection 
has been challenging. This is attributed to structural factors, lack of awareness and clarity with 



[33]Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR

regard to specific roles and responsibilities, and capacity both in terms of skills and resources.  
This is underscored by questions regarding the relevance and appropriateness of national 
law and policy, which reflect international standards but can be challenging to implement 
in the Lao context due to continued reliance on customary law and traditional practices at 
the local level.  The lack of a comprehensive national strategy or policy for the child protection 
system, defining the system objectives and functions in practice, remains a signficant gap.

Three Builds Ordinance

National Working Committee members flagged the potential importance of the Three Builds 
policy in strengthening and developing a vision for the national child protection system. 
The overall objective of the Three Builds is to improve the delivery of services at all levels and 
increase ownership, leadership and responsibility of local authorities in public and socio-
economic management. According to Prime Minster Ordinance PM/16, the Three Builds 
has been piloted in 51 districts and 105 villages.17 The policy reportedly aims to devolve 
administrative and management functions in relation to:

i) Governance and public administration (under the Ministry of Home Affairs with local 
administration)

ii) Public investment (under the Ministry of Planning and Investment)

iii)  Financial management and revenue collection (Ministry of Finance).

In theory, the policy will enable all levels of the state system (including the provincial, district 
and village) to participate more directly in governance and administration. The Three Builds 
policy reportedly encourages increased delegation of authority to the provincial and district 
level in decision-making and management with regard to budget, personnel and development 
plans.  As explained by a district government respondent during the 2014 assessment, 
the Three Builds policy is expected to enable government officials to gain a better sense 
of what is going on in communities and the types of support government should and 
can provide, as well as help to familiarize communities with the role of the government. 
An anticipated outcome is that districts will have the authority, financial and human resources 
to take on greater ownership of local development and public service delivery.

As the current assessment did not include any Three Builds villages, it is not possible to 
provide primary data or analysis of the potential impact of this policy on the child protection 
system.  Information on the resource implications or anticipated roll-out and planned scope 
of the Three Builds policy is also not yet available. For example, the MOLSW applied to place 
LSW volunteers at the village level under the Three Builds policy. While it appears that this 
initiative has yet to be fully realised, this could present a valuable opportunity to strengthen 
links between the MOLSW and the community level.  The Three Builds may also be a means of 
further strengthening the links between the formal and informal systems and promote great 
complementarity and coherence.

17 Based on previous information collected, piloting of the Three Builds Policy ended in December 2013 and the lessons learned were being 
evaluated and consolidated with an ultimate view to scaling up across the country.  The outcomes of this evaluation have not yet been 
reviewed by the assessment team. In practical terms, the piloting process appears to have involved rotation or designation of staff from 
the central, provincial and district levels to the village level in target locations.
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Other key strategic plans and legislation for consideration that may impact the development 
of national child protection system include:

zz The Social Welfare Strategic Development Plan (2011-2020), developed by the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW).  This plan aims to strengthen and 
develop the social welfare system to provide social security and social welfare services 
equitably and effectively.

zz The Ministry of Finance has developed a Decree on Revenue Sharing to strengthen 
public finance sector legislation and clarify procedures for revenue allocation between 
central and local levels, which will potentially have implications for the financial resources 
available for the child protection system.

zz The Ministry of Home Affairs, in collaboration with provincial and district administrations, 
implemented the National Governance and Public Administration Reform Program 
(NGPAR) across the country from 2011 to 2015. A key component of NGPAR is 
the District Development Fund, which aims to integrate various financing facilities into 
the governance reform process at the district level. This process will allocate grants to 
district administrations which will allow them to plan expenditures at their own discretion 
and tailor activities to district-specific needs.This may have significant implications for 
available for the child protection system resources at the sub-national level, identified by 
this assessment as a critical gap.

Lao PDR Child Protection System Structures at the national, provincial, 
district and community levels

National Level Formal Child Protection System Structures

The Lao Government has demonstrated commitment significant effort in building a formal 
child protection system over the past two decades.  A number of government agencies 
and structures have been established at the national level with different mandates, roles 
and functions in relation to child protection.  Multiple coordination mechanisms, including 
committees, task forces and multi-disciplinary teams have been established to address specific 
issues, particularly trafficking of children. 

A major challenge identified by the current assessment and National Working Committee 
discussions is to pinpoint exactly how responsibilities for child protection are to be 
implemented in practice and understanding the division of roles between different agencies 
and structures.  This also requires analysis of each agency’s perceptions of their own mandate, 
roles and responsibilities and capacity to fulfil these based on current resources.  The picture 
is further complicated by the fact that national level legislation related to child protection 
is relatively general and open to interpretation, as specific roles and responsibilities are not 
clearly assigned, particularly with regard to services and action taken on the ground.  

Based on formally appointed roles, the Lao child protection system appears complex and 
extensive.  In reality, however, actual service provision and the presence of the formal system 
on the ground is limited. The significant gap between the numerous child protection system 
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structures that have been created and the lack of visibility and assistance provided to families 
and children at the local level is the central challenge currently facing the Lao child protection 
system. This section of the assessment report will review the different formal system structures 
that are in place.  The following section will examine how communities, families and children 
perceive and engage with this formal child protection system. 

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW)

The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare has the overall mandate to carry out central 
government responsibilities in the area of labour management, social protection and social 
welfare. MOLSW’s Social Welfare Department is responsible for identifying and reducing 
disaster risks, preparing for and responding to emergencies, protecting and assisting children, 
as well as assisting disadvantaged people and trafficking victims. Within the Social Welfare 
Department, the Division of Child Protection and Assistance of Trafficking Victims is responsible 
for:

zz developing child assistance work plans;

zz programmes and projects;

zz drafting policies, bills, rules, regulations;

zz collecting statistics and conducting research;

zz managing organisations involved in child assistance.
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Article 3. The Duties of the Social Welfare Department

1. To implement the laws and regulations with regard to social welfare; protection and assistance to 
children, disadvantaged people and disaster management;

2. To study and transform the strategies to programs, action plans, projects and budget plans for the short 
term and long-term implementation;

3. To study the development and amendment of the legislation with regard to social welfare; protection 
and assistance to children, disadvantaged people and disaster management;

4. To conduct scientific research, establish base-line data and information with regard to social welfare; 
protection and assistance to children, disadvantaged people and disaster management;

5. To provide training, professional up-grading with regard to social welfare; protection and assistance 
to children, disadvantaged people and disaster management for its staff at the central and local levels; 

6. To effectively manage the fund and assistance received from inside and outside the country;

7. To assist the single and double parents orphaned children, people with disabilities, elderlies, victims 
of trafficking; prevent and reduce the disaster risks; relief for poor people, disaster affected people and 
disadvantaged people;

8. To be the secretariat for committees related to social welfare;

9. To contact and cooperate with foreign countries and international organizations to seek for technical 
and financial support and assistance for the development of social welfare, protection and assistance 
to children and for the disaster management based on the approval and agreement from the Minister;

10. To advocate and mobilize legal entity, individuals, civil society organizations and international 
organizations to participate in social welfare works, in protecting-assisting children and disaster 
management;

11. To conduct monitoring, inspection, assessment and summarize and report on the implementation of 
the works of the department to higher level; 

12. To implement the other duties designated by the Minister.

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare.  Agreement on the Organizational Structure and the Work Performances 

of the Department of Social Welfare, No 4545/LSW. Vientiane 10 December 2018.

Under the Department of Social Welfare, the Child Protection and Assistance of Trafficking 
Victims Division has responsibility for issues pertaining to child assistance and child protection. 
This includes lead responsibility for determining departmental priorities and work plans, data 
collection on children in need of special protection, strategic planning and programming for 
social assistance, drafting bills and policies, as well as coordination and supervision of national 
and international welfare organizations.18

18 MOLSW.  Agreement on the Organizational Structure and the Work Performance of the Department of Social Welfare, No 4545/LSW. Vientiane, 
December 10, 2018.
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Article 11. The Duties of the Child Protection and Assistance of the Trafficking Victims 
Division

1. To study, develop, improve the plans, programs, projects and budget plan for the implementation of the 
works on child protection and assistance of the trafficking victims in each period;

2. To develop and amend legislation related to child protection and assistance of the trafficking victims;

3. To strengthen the capacity of the Child Protection Networks and build the capacity of the trafficking 
victims across the country;

4. To be the focal point for coordination with other concerned sectors to protect children in need of special 
protection, trafficking victims, disadvantaged children and their families;

5. To monitor and provide support for the implementation of the works of the centers for assistance of 
disadvantaged children and centers for assistance of trafficking victims, which work with the foreign 
countries, international organizations, non-governmental organizations, and associations;

6. To strengthen the organizations working on child protection, trafficking victims and children at risks;

7. To conduct awareness raising on the protection of children and anti-human trafficking;

8. To develop base-line data on children in need of special protection, trafficking victims and disadvantaged 
children;

9. To be the secretariat for the Committee on Protection and Assistance to Children at central level, the SOS 
Village Committee and other committees based on the roles and responsibilities of the division;

10. To contact, cooperate, encourage and promote all agencies inside and outside the country to contribute 
both financially and technically in developing and improving the works related to child protection and 
assistance of the trafficking victims;

11. To assess and regularly report on the implementation of the works of the division;

12. To implement the other duties designated by the board of the department.

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare.  Agreement on the Organizational Structure and the Work Performances 

of the Department of Social Welfare, No 4545/LSW. Vientiane 10 December 2018.

At the provincial level, the MOLSW has a small team of staff technically responsible for the 
well-being of several disadvantaged groups, including vulnerable children. Due to the number 
of staff and limited resources available to provide services, actual assistance provided is 
extremely limited.  Based on interviews conducted, these staff do not appear to be receiving or 
responding to child protection cases, which are generally not reported to the provincial level.19 

If a case were reported to the provincial LSW office, staff explained the only assistance that can 
be currently provided is to write a letter to request that the child be admitted to an SOS village 
or a shelter. Provincial LSW staff and other stakeholders interviewed do not appear to view 
child protection as a responsibility of the LSW office at this level. 

LSW district level teams are typically comprised of only one or two individuals with broad 
responsibility for all areas under the ministry’s remit. This includes the elderly, poor families, 
people with disabilities, children in need of assistance, skills development, labour management, 
as well as responding to natural disasters. District MOLSW staff coordinate with the village 
clusters or work directly with villages, usually in consultation with the village heads. District 

19 Child protection cases are almost always handled at the family or village level – this will be discussed in more detail in Section C.
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MOLSW staff are reportedly responsible for data collection on disadvantaged and vulnerable 
individuals and families, and provision of material assistance (such as financial support, food, 
clothing and education materials) for poor families and children. Provision of these types of 
assistance depends upon ad-hoc receipt of supplies from the central level, usually based on 
individual donations.   

While the Department of Social Welfare is technically responsible for the provision of assistance 
to children in need of special protection, this mandate has not been fully realised due to gaps 
in capacity and resources. MOLSW does not currently have salaried staff below the district 
level, although efforts are underway to establish a network of village social welfare volunteers 
to support community level work included in the Child Protection Network. It is unclear 
how many volunteers have been recruited nationwide or what training they have received. 
At present, these volunteers do not appear to play a significant role at the village level in 
relation to child protection, although this may change in the future.

While MOLSW technically has the lead responsibility for the coordination of direct services 
through the CPAC, at present there do not appear to be any regular child protection services at 
the district or village level.20 As a result, the current primary function of the MOLSW with regard 
to child protection is limited to oversight and monitoring of international NGO initiatives and 
provision of ad-hoc services.21 Partnerships with leading children’s agencies, based on bilateral 
MOUs between individual INGOs and specific government ministries, are approved and 
regulated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

In the absence of an overall national vision or policy for child protection, INGOs have generally 
designed and implemented child protection programmes based on individual organisational 
priorities.  INGOs negotiate programme and activity plans bilaterally with partner ministries 
rather than based on a holistic and systemic approach aligned with initiatives being 
implemented by other agencies.  An exception to this is the establishment of Child Protection 
Networks, a national strategy endorsed by the Lao government that has been supported by a 
number of INGOs including Save the Children, Word Vision and Friends International, among 
others.  Based on agreement with MOLSW, child protection agencies are authorised to work 
in different provinces and districts across the country.  In some cases, INGOs have agreements 
with other government agencies, such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or Public Security, 
limiting the ability of MOLSW to coordinate national child protection efforts and monitor 
overall impact of the various programmes.  

Figure 2 below shows the formal child protection system structures and actors in place in Lao 
PDR at the national, provincial, district and community levels.  The roles of the CPAC and Child 
Protection Networks, NCAWMC, LWU and other actors are explored in more detail below.

20 MOLSW. Agreement on the Organizational Structure and the Work Performance of the Department of Social Welfare. No. 2506/MOLSW.

21 These include: legal and social assistance for children in contact with the law in two provinces  in partnership with JJCC and UNICEF, care 
and protection project for children with disabilities in Xiengkhouang province in partnership with UNICEF, rehabilitating and reintegrating 
street children and offering technical and vocational trainings in partnership with Friends International and UNICEF in VTE, regular follow 
up and monitoring of the status of children without parental care and children with disabilities and provision of basic materials in the 
temporary shelters in Attapeu in partnership with UNICEF.
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Committee for the Protection and Assistance to Children (CPAC)

According to Article 36 of the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children, 
the primary responsibility for identifying children and families at risk formally lies with 
the Committee for the Protection and Assistance to Children (CPAC). The roles and 
responsibilities of the CPAC are to:

1. To receive reports on children who are at risk and children in need of special protection, 
and to identify and use emergency measures to protect and assist them;

2. To create conditions and provide assistance to families of children in need of special 
protection and children at risk to enable them to address issues effectively;

3. To advise, monitor and regularly inspect the care and assistance to children provided by 
various centres or relevant places;

4. To collect statistics on children in need of special protection and children at risk in the 
areas under its responsibility, to make a summary of its own work, and regularly report 
information to higher authorities.22

CPAC membership includes senior level 
multi-sectoral representatives (see 
Table 4). This potentially represents an 
opportunity to raise the profile of child 
protection at the senior government 
levels. However, it also potentially poses 
challenges for effective implementation 
including an inability to convene on a 
regular basis. At present, the CPAC at 
the national level does not appear to 
be effectively functioning.  It is unclear 
how a senior level committee of this 
type would receive or respond to reports 
of children at risk or in need of special 
protection as outlined in the CPAC 
mandate above. While both MOLSW and 
CPAC technically have lead responsibility 
for identifying and responding to cases, 

neither have a link or presence at the village level and it is unlikely that officials at the district 
level will come into direct contact with child protection cases.  

The CPAC is meant to be replicated at the provincial and district levels nationwide. 
The present assessment found that these committees are not yet operational in the provinces 
where fieldwork was conducted and CPAC members interviewed are unclear on their role and 
responsibilities.  No provincial level CPAC meetings had been held to date, except in Vientiane 
province.  While the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children states that 
the CPAC will be responsible for monitoring the situation of children and identifying children in 

Table 4: CPAC Membership

Chair: Vice Minister, MOLSW

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (Chair/ Vice Chair)

Ministry of Justice (Vice Chair)

Ministry of Public Security (Vice Chair)

LWU DDG of Women in Development Department 

(Vice Chair)

Ministry of Health (Member)

Ministry of Education and Sports (Member)

Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism (Member)

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Member)

Peoples Supreme Court Prosecutor (Member)

LFNC (Member)

LWU (Member)– Representative from Counselling and 
Protection for Women and Children Centre

22 Article 36, Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children, 2007. Committee for Child Protection and Assistance to Children: 
“The Committee for Child Protection and Assistance to Children is a government network organisation which was established by Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare at the provincial, capital, district, and municipality levels”.
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need of special protection, how this is to be achieved is not specified. Given the challenges in 
establishing and fulfilling the function of the CPN described in the section below on community 
level child protection structures, below, the utility and efficacy of this approach in addressing 
child protection issues is unclear. The functions attributed to this committee at the national, 
provincial and district levels are not presently being fulfilled, representing a significant gap in 
the proposed system structure.  

NCAWMC Functions 
 � To formulate policy guidance, strategic plans, legislation, national plans of action, programs for the 

advancement of women, gender equality, child rights, protection of the rights and interests of mothers 
and children.

 � To collaborate and cooperate with all concerned internal and external sectors/agencies to implement 
policies and legislation related to the advancement of women, gender equality, child rights, protection of 
the rights and interests of mothers and children.

 � To advocate and disseminate policies, the constitution, laws, regulations, strategies and national plans 
of action related to advancement of women, gender equality, child rights, protection of the rights and 
interests of mothers and children.

 � To support, follow up, monitor and evaluate, report and sharing lessons learned on the implementation 
of the advancement of women, gender equality, child rights, protection of the rights and interests of 
mothers and children in each period.

 � To develop information and a database on the advancement of women, gender equality, child rights, 
protection of the rights and interests of mothers and children.

 � To cooperate with friendly countries and international organizations in order to get support and assistance 
in terms of financial and technical.

NCAWMC Secretariat Office. Brochure on NCAWMC. Vientiane.

National Commission for Advancement of Women and Mothers - Children (NCAWMC)

The National Commission for Advancement 
of Women and Mothers-Children (NCAWMC), 
formerly the National Committee for Mothers 
and Children and National Committee for the 
Advancement of Women, was established as a 
mechanism for monitoring, coordinating and 
promoting the implementation and realisation 
of the rights of women and children across a 
broad range of ministries. 

According to the National Plan of Action on 
Prevention and Elimination of Violence Against 
Women and Violence Against Children in Lao 
PDR (2014-2020), the NCAWMC is responsible for 
establishing “policies, legislation, programmes, 
projects and measures which are necessary 
for the State to take action on prevention of 
violence against women and children. In cases 

Table 5: NCAWMC Administration

NCAWMC President 
Deputy Prime Minister

1st Vice President: 

President of Lao Women’s Union,  
Standing Vice President

2nd Vice President: 

Minister to the Prime Minister’s Office

3rd Vice President: 

Vice Minister, Ministry of Planning and Investment

4th Vice President: 

Vice President of Lao Women’s Union

5th Vice President: 

Vice Minister, Ministry of Home Affairs

6th Vice President: 

Vice Minister, Ministry of Justice 
28 NCAWMC Board Members 

27 Vice-Ministers of ministries / 
equivalent  agencies and 

Director General of NCAWMC–Secretarial office
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where violence occurs, women and children who are victims of violence should be protected 
and assisted, taking into consideration their rights and best interests.”  This includes raising 
awareness and disseminating policies, strategic plans, laws and regulations related to violence 
against women and children.  The commission is expected to play a central coordination role 
by supporting and monitoring the activities of line ministries, local administrations and other 
relevant sectors in relation to the implementation of programmes combatting violence against 
women and children.  The NCAWMC is also responsible for consolidating information and 
conducting research and data analysis on combatting violence against women and children.

This commission was set up to “assist 
the government in formulating policy 
guidance, strategy, legislation, national 
plan of action and programmes as well as 
implementing international and regional 
treaties, conventions and declarations 
on: advancement of women, child rights, 
protection rights and interests of mothers 
and children throughout the country.”23 

Chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister, 
the NCAWMC has a diverse multi-sectoral 
membership and coordinating offices 
located in all key ministries.  The NCAWMC 
also has offices at the provincial and district 
levels which in theory are mandated to act 
as coordinating bodies and one member 
of the Village Development Committee is 
intended to lead collaboration at the village 
level.  Due to this structure and national 
high-level representation, the NCAWMC 
could potential ly  play an impor tant 
role in the child protection system and 
ensur ing coordinated ac t ion across 
sectors, including key ministries such as 
the Ministry of Planning & Investment and 
Home Affairs.

A s  t h e  m a n d a t e  o f  t h i s  c o m m i t t e e 
extends beyond child protection, focusing more broadly on women and children, 
encompassing issues of health and education, the specific role of the NCAWMC in the 
child protection has yet to be determined. However, as the health and education sectors 
also have roles to play in preventing and responding to child protection violations, 
this may be beneficial. This committee was not mentioned by actors interviewed at 
the provincial, district or village levels during the assessment. The envisioned role of 

Figure 3: NCAWMC Sub-National Level Structure

Sub-CAWMC  

Ministerial/equivalent

President of Sub-CAWMC Vice Ministers/ 
Vice President of equivalent agencies

Vice Presidents and Board Members Ministerial/ 
Equivalent to the ministries CAWMC

Division of Advancement of  Women and Mothers-
Children

Sub-CAWMC 

Provincial &Vientiane Capital

President of PCAWMC 
Vice Provincial Governors/ 

Mayor Vientiane Capital

Presidents of Provincial / 
Capital Women’s Union Standing Vice President

Vice Presidents and Board Members Provincial, 
Vientiane Capital CAWMC

Section Advancement of  Women& Mothers-Children

Sub-CAWMC District-Level

President of DCAWMCVice District Governor

Presidents of District Women’s Union,  
Standing Vice President

Vice Presidents & Board Members, District CAWMC

Unit for the Advancement of Women & Mothers-
Children

23 NCAWMC Secretariat Office. Brochure On NCAWMC. Vientiane.
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the NCAWMC in relation to the Committee on Protection and Assistance of Children is also 
unclear and there is overlap in their membership, with the majority of actors directly relevant 
to child protection are represented in both committees. Another challenge is that NCAWMC is 
not a member of the CPAC, which inhibits coordination between these mechanisms. It will be 
important to clarify the respective roles and responsibilities of these committees with regard 
to the child protection system. 

Lao Women’s Union (LWU)

The LWU is a mass organisation mandated to represent, promote and empower women and 
children.24  The LWU has an extensive network across the country, with membership spanning 
the central, provincial, district and village levels. At the central level the LWU supports overall 
policy and strategy development related to women and children.25 At the sub-national level, 
the LWU has staff based in every province and district providing counselling to women and 
children, with approximately three or four officers in each district. These officers receive 
capacity building on counselling techniques based on a curriculum provided by UNICEF. LWU 
staff explained that their staff face significant capacity limitations due to lack of education 
and that the curriculum is not applicable in 
all locations.  Effort has been made to provide 
simplified, practical training for staff on how to 
respond to reported cases and minimum best 
practice standards. These staff are not professional 
social workers but reportedly do their best to 
support women and children in need of assistance.  

Apar t from counsell ing ser vices,  LWU staff 
can suppor t  women and chi ldren through 
the prosecution process and provide legal aid; all LWU members are authorised to represent 
women and children in court.  The LWU is seen by community members and village heads as a 
source of support for women and children and appears to be more well known in this capacity 
than the CPN or Social Welfare office. The LWU operates a Counselling and Protection for 
Women and Children Centre at the central level that can provide both counselling and shelter 
for victims of violence and trafficking. A new shelter has been established in Luang Namtha 
province but this is not yet fully operational. LWU has counsellors at provincial and district 
levels in all 18 provinces and 148 districts, including the newly established Xaysomboun. 
While information on the total resources available to the LWU or source of these is not available, 
this will be important for ensuring effective resource allocation and future planning.

LWU members participate in and are members of the VMU, Village Development Committees, 
and CPN (where applicable) at the local level.  This is in addition to managing LWU affairs 
such as data collection on issues such as trafficking. These functions are carried out by one 
or two LWU appointed representatives per village who are recruited on a voluntary basis. 

24 LWU 2009.

25 LWU 2009.

LWU Services

• Counselling and Protection Centre for 

Women and Children

• Reintegration of trafficking victims

• Legal aid and accompaniment

• Provincial women’s and children’s counselling 

centres and networks
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Although volunteers are unpaid, the position is considered prestigious in some locations. 
While the LWU has extensive coverage and local level presence, the ability of volunteers to 
provide services, conduct monitoring and follow-up is limited by the scarcity of resources and 
lack of skills-building training. 

The functions of the LWU and the MOLSW have potentially complimentary areas of overlap in 
terms of mandates and focus areas.  As the MOLSW has a national mandate to assist children 
in need of special protection but does not have staff in place at the local level to fulfil this 
role, partnership and coordination with the LWU’s extensive network of community-based 
volunteers may represent an opportunity to address this gap.  However, it is evident that 
significant investment of resources and capacity building are required to equip local level 
representatives to play a meaningful role in child protection and broader child and family 
welfare service provision.

Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee (JJCC)

The Lao Government established a central Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee in 2006 
by Prime Minister’s Agreement No. 08/PMO. The Secretariat of the JJCC was established  by 
the Agreement of the General Prosecutor No 347/PSP on 21 May 2015, including members from 
the People’s Supreme Prosecutor, People’s Supreme Court, Ministry of Justice and Ministry of 
Public Security. At the central level, the JJCC is comprised of the General Prosecutor of Lao PDR 
(Head of the Committee), Deputy General Prosecutor (Deputy Head of the Committee), Director 
of the General Police Office, Ministry of Public Security (Deputy Head of the Committee), 
Vice Minister of Justice and Vice President of the Supreme Court. Agreement No. 08/PMO and 
the Agreement of the General Prosecutor No 347/PSP on 21 May 2015 state that the JJCC 
and its Secretariat are responsible for coordination and collaboration with other concerned 
ministries/agencies, coordination for studying and developing policies and regulations related 
to juvenile justice and submission to higher level authorities for consideration and approval, 
and facilitating and supporting activities related to juvenile justice.

According to officials interviewed, significant work remains to be done in order to implement 
existing legislation on processing children’s cases in practice and operationalising 
the secretariat, although this is reportedly underway.  As part of this process, the JJCC is drafting 
a guidebook or manual on how to process children’s cases and support children in court. 
This includes identifying the specific roles and responsibilities of officials responsible for 
handling children’s cases. The JJCC is also implementing a community-based diversion 
programme for children in conflict with the law in Xiengkhouang and Savannakhet Provinces.  

The JJCC focuses on providing legal aid and accompaniment to three groups of children: 
1) child perpetrators, 2) child victims and 3) child witnesses. In the case of children who are 
perpetrators, if the penalty is less than three years, effort is made to resolve the case at the local 
level through an administrative process. For child victims, if the perpetrator is an adult, the case 
will go through the regular court system, so the JJCC does not collect data on this.  JJCC officials 
interviewed explained that a significant challenge faced in regard to child victims is to find 
a place for the children to stay if there is no family care available. According to the law,  
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MOLSW is responsible for providing safe shelter for children in these cases but it is not specified 
where this should be.  This is also a problem for children whose parents are arrested.  While 
the JJCC represents an important step towards ensuring justice for children, significant work 
remains to be done for this committee to function effectively and consistently.  A priority action 
identified in the multi-sectoral response to the national Violence against Children Survey is to 
‘strengthen the capacity of the Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee and its Secretariat at 
central and local level to lead, coordinate and manage justice for children-related activities.’26 

National Steering Committee on Anti-Human Trafficking (NSCAHT)

The National Steering Committee on Human Trafficking (NSCAHT) is an inter-agency body 
headed by the Minister of Public Security that brings together all relevant governmental anti-
trafficking stakeholders. The NSCAHT was highlighted by members of the National Working 
Committee as an example of a high-level coordinating body that may be a useful model for 
establishing a multi-agency committee to support the implementation of the child protection 
system vision.

The National Steering Committee on Human Trafficking (NSCAHT) is an inter-agency body 
chaired by Deputy Prime Minister. There are four Vice Chairs, consisting of the Vice Minister 
of Public Security, Vice Minister of Labour and Social Welfare, Vice President of Lao Women’s 
Union and Vice Minister of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. There are eight other members 
at the Vice Minister or equivalent level including Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Health, Ministry 
of Education and Sport, Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism.27 The NSCAHT plays a key 
role in supervising, monitoring, inspecting and supporting concerned ministries and agencies. 
The NSCAHT is supported by the NSCAHT Secretariat which is headed by the Deputy Director 
of General Police Department, MOPS and supported by Provincial Steering Committees on 
Anti-Human Trafficking (PSCAHTs) in all provinces. The Secretariat to NSCAHT members, 
appointed by the NSCAHT chairman, represents ten sectors at the provincial and district levels.28 
Since 2019 the Government has encouraged the establishment of DSCAHT in all districts. 

The primary focus of the NSCAHT implementation of the National Plan of Action/NPA 2016- 
2020, which is divided into four parts or 4Ps (Prevention, Prosecution, Protection and 
Partnership). The government allocates funding annually to NSCAHT work related to trafficking, 
although the total amount of funding is not officially known. The Head of the NSCAHT Secretariat 
coordinates with relevant ministries on implementation. Under this coordination structure, 
NSCAHT reports annually to the Deputy Prime Minister, as well as sharing progress reports 
to the US government who play a key role in assessing and reporting on Global TIP report. 
Although Lao PDR was downgraded to TIER 3 in 2017, recent progress has been made and 
the country was upgraded to TIER 2 watch list status in 2018.

26 Multi-sectoral response to the National Violence against Children Survey.

27 Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Decree of the President of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic on the Promulgation of the Law on 
Anti-Trafficking in Persons. Ref. 019/P, Vientiane Capital,28 January 2016.

 28 The 10 sectors include: Public Security, LSW, LWU, Public Health, Foreign Affairs, Justice, Education and Sports, Information, Culture and 
Tourism, the Lao Youth Union and the Lao Trade Union.
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Other Child Protection System Actors

In addition to the leading national stakeholders described above, the child protection 
system also involves a number of other actors who have different roles to play in relation to 
the wellbeing of children. In many countries, education and health ministries have a role in 
the child protection system given their proximity to children and familes.  The role of these 
sectors in the child protection system was analysed as part of the assessment, along with 
the contribution of the Department of Social Work at the National University of Laos and 
the Child Protection Working Group.

Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES) 

Teachers and school administrators interact with children every day and often have firsth 
and knowledge of their circumstances, both at school and at home based on their 
appearance, performance in school and experiences they may share. The fieldwork conducted 
for this assessment, however, clearly indicated that teachers were not expected to play a role 
in child protection.  Children, famiies and local authorities stated that teachers would not 
identify, report or follow-up if they suspected a student was experiencing a child protection 
issue at home, as this was considered the private sphere and not within the realm of authority 
of the school.  Similarly, children and families stated that children facing problems would not 
go to their teacher as source of help.  Adolescent boys and girls appeared surprised when 
researchers asked if this was an option.  This is clearly an area for further development of 
the child protection system in partnership with MOES, as teachers and school administrators 
can play an important role in ensuring the wellbeing of children, both in terms of prevention 
and response to child protection problems. 

Ministry of Health (MOH)

The Ministry of Health also does not currently appear to play an active role in the child 
protection system.  Doctors, nurses and health centre staff are often the first officials who may 
come in contact with cases of abuse and violence against children, especially in serious cases 
when a child has been harmed physically.  However, at present there do not appear to be clear 
guidelines or procedures in place to help medical staff identify and report suspected cases.  
Medical care may be provided and the child send home, without any questions asked about 
the cause of the physical harm.  This is another important gap in the Lao PDR child protection 
system.  Effort was made during the assessment data collection to interview Ministry of Health 
staff but it was not possible to find an official to speak with who was able to explain the MOH 
position and procedures for handling child protection issues in clinics and hospitals.

Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES)

The National University of Laos offers two degrees under the Department of Social Work and 
Development, a Bachelor of Arts in Social Work and Social Services and Bachelor of Arts in 
Rural and Community Development.  After graduation, students are expected to work with 
MOLSW and other government agencies, as well as INGOs and other agencies in the field of 
social work and social development. A review of social work practice in Lao PDR found that 
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‘‘while the development of social work education has made great progress the last few years, 
there is need for more concerted efforts to build the technical capacity of the NUOL faculty, 
further strengthen the curriculum, provide more strategic support to the practicum component 
as well as for NUOL to tap into the wider child protection and social welfare community to 
incorporate innovative teaching methods.”29

According to interviews with NUOL staff, the majority of students graduating from these 
programmes do not ultimately go into the social work profession but find jobs in other sectors 
due to the lack of opportunities and positions in both the government and NGO sectors.  
MOLSW formed a committee to recruit graduates from the BA social work program but is 
currently unable to recruit and employ social workers due to current restrictions in hiring new 
staff.30 UNICEF has also supported MOLSW to develop a training manual for para-social workers 
in collaboration with the NUOL, which was tested and simplified to meet the needs of Ministry 
staff, para-social workers and volunteers at the district and village levels.

Child Protection Working Group (CPWG)

The Child Protection Working Group (CPWG) was established in 2009 by UNICEF and Save 
the Children to provide a forum for agencies to share information and develop strategies (for 
example, in advocacy and fundraising) as a unified group. Coordination among agencies was 
described as irregular and not very effective. The assessment team met with CPWG members 
for input to the system visioning process and to share the preliminary assessment findings.  
Another meeting with the CPWG will be held prior to the next consultation to which some 
members are invited. It is hoped that the CPWG will be able to play a meaningful role under 
the system vision, which will provide an overarching framework for child protection agencies 
to work within. CPWG members have expressed their commitment and support for the child 
protection system visioning and social welfare workforce strengthening processes currently 
underway.

Child Protection System Structures: Community Level

At the local level there is significant overlap between the various quasi-formal groups including 
Child Protection Networks, Village Mediation Units and Village Development Committees – 
which are essentially comprised of the same individuals largely performing the same functions 
under different labels. During the local level data collection, the majority of respondents 
identified the village authorities as being responsible for responding to child protection issues.  
The roles, responsibilities and perceived capacity of these different groups in relation to child 
protection is described in detail below.

Village Development Committee

Village authorities play a central leadership role in local level administration.  Village heads 
and deputy village heads generally lead the Village Development Committee, which is 

29 Keshavarzian, Ghazal. Social Work Practice Review. August 2016.
30 Vientiane Times. “Stop employing additional people, PM tells government departments”. June 14, 2019.
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comprised of representatives of the LWU, LYU, LFNC, village security, village military and elders 
(see Table 6 below).31 Village Development Committee members handle child protection cases 
through mediation and conflict resolution using customary regulations. Village Heads are 
elected by the village members and receive a monthly incentive payment.32 

As will be explored in greater detail in Section C: Demand and Social Norms, in the rare event 
that child protection cases are not resolved within the extended family, they may be reported 
to the village authorities for resolution.  Village authorities will try to find a solution to restore 
community harmony, which is the primary goal.  Strategies used to achieve this include 
consultation with the parties involved, asking the perpetrator to sign a contract agreeing not 
to commit the offense again and conducting a Baci ceremony.

Table 6: Village Development Committee Membership

Village head 

Deputy village head

Village unit head

The Village Development Committee is a recognised government structure under the 

District Affairs Office. Each village is led by an elected village head (nai baan) who serves 

a 3-year term.  

Under the village head are elected deputy village heads, who also serve three-year terms.  

The number of deputy village heads depends on the size of the village.

Village unit or zone heads are responsible for supervision of family units comprised 

of approximately 10 households. Village unit heads report to the village heads on any 

issues arising with their respective units

Lao Front for 

National 

Reconstruction

The LFNC representative was identified by communities as a key actor in decision-making 

at the village level, both in mediation of cases brought to the village authorities, 

counselling families and in wider decision-making for the village.

Lao Women’s Union

LWU representatives are regular members of the Village Development Committee 

and in some cases may play a role in conflict resolution and mediation processes, 

in particular pertaining to women and children.

Lao Youth Union LYU representatives are members of the Village Development Committee.

Village elders

Village elders are highly regarded and respected individuals in the community and are 

often part of the Village Development Committee, offering guidance in decision making. 

There is overlap between the role of village elders and the Lao Front for National 

Reconstruction - in some cases these titles refer to the same individuals.

Village military 

representative

Village military representatives (gon lon) play a particular role in cases where there are 

disputes that need to be managed with enforcement measures within the village.

Village security

Similar to village military representative, village security officials (pong kan baan) 

are noted to play a particular role in cases where there are disputes that need to be 

managed with law enforcement. According to MOLSW both the Village Security and 

Military Representative positions are voluntary and these individuals do not receive 

a salary or compensation for their work.

31 Exact committee composition may vary by individual village. 

32 This is reported to be 100,000 kip per month and may increase with the implementation of the Three Builds ordinance.
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Village Mediation Units (VMU)

Established under the Ministry of Justice (MOJ), the VMU is a local structure based on long-
standing community mechanisms for dispute resolution promoted by government in 
the majority of villages in Lao PDR.33 According to MOJ, there are currently 8,469 VMU across 
the country. The VMU is responsible for handling civil and minor criminal disputes. There is 
a fee for this service and as a result some community members prefer to resolve conflicts 
through other means.34 According to the MOJ, there is no official requirement to pay a fee for 
the mediation of cases involving children. Ideally, there should not be a fee for the mediation 
of child cases, however this was not confirmed during the assessment.

In 2002 Children’s Mediation Units were established in some locations under the Children’s 
Justice Project designed to address unresolved cases pertaining to children at the local level. 
The composition of the Village Children’s Mediation Unit is largely the same as the VMU, 
but representatives were intended to have received additional training in handling cases 
pertaining to children. However, according to the MOJ, VCMU no longer exist and based on 
the Agreement of the Prime Minister  dated 6 Jan 2016, the VMU is responsible for the 
medication of cases involving children. There are currently 8,469 VMUs across the country. 
To date there has been no formal evaluation of VMU services, apart from an Assessment of 
Existing Mediation Practices Involving children in Lao PDR conducted by the CORAM Children’s 
Legal Centre in 2012.

Child Protection Networks (CPN)

Child Protection Networks are identified in the legal and regulatory framework as the key 
structure for implementing the child protection system at the local level and linking villages to 
higher levels to ensure service provision. Article 36 of the Law on the Protection of the Rights 
and Interests of Children (2007) states that:

“… a network shall be established under the direction of the Committee 

in order to monitor and to identify children’s issues especially those children 

in need of special assistance…”35

The Law further outlines the roles of the network, including: “monitoring neglected children 
or those being taken advantage of, data collection on children in need of special protection 
and reporting to the CPAC, provision of counselling and facilitating and collaborating 
with relevant sectors for the protection and assistance to children”.36  While the Law on 
the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children refers generally to the establishment 

33 Decision of the Minister of Justice No 304/ MOJ.

34 According to the MOJ, the mediation service fee is 100,000 Kip per case for adult cases, with each party required to pay 50,000 Kip.  One 
case can be mediated up to three times if both parties are unable to come to agreement during the first and second mediation sessions.

35 Defined as “those who are single orphaned, double orphaned, abandoned, neglected or without parental care, children who are victim of 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, prostitution, human trafficking, children who work in hazardous conditions seriously affecting their lives or 
help, exploited and displaced children, children who are substance abusers, children affected by HIV/ AIDS and children adversely affected 
by legal proceedings.”

36 Article 36.
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of a ‘network’, CPN were specifically and formally mandated under Ministerial Agreement on 
the Establishment of Child Protection Networks (2017).  Article 3 describes CPN as a mechanism 
 ‘for the protection and assistance to children at community level to identify and collect 
 information, data on children who are at risk or children victims from abuse, neglect, 
exploitation, violence and child offenders. In addition it is also a main mechanism to refer 
children to receive appropriate assistance.’37 

The CPN strategy was further formalised under the MOLSW Master Plan for 2006-2020. 
With significant support and funding from international agencies, the establishment of CPN 
has been the primary component of the national child protection strategy in Lao PDR for 
well over a decade. Numerous international child protection agencies in Lao PDR have been 
implementing CPN in different locations since 2004, including: UNICEF, Save the Children, 
World Vision, Plan International and Child Fund. 

CPN were specifically designed to address the identified gap in child protection prevention 
and response services at the local level. CPN membership includes the village head and 
representatives from LNFR, LYU, LWU, village security, as well as the school principal (or teacher), 
village health worker and a Labour Social Welfare volunteer, if this position has been established 
in the village. All engagement in the CPN is on a voluntary basis. MOLSW and supporting 
agencies provide training to CPN members but this does not appear to have been done on 
a consistent or regular basis. Some of the CPN members interviewed reported participating in 
a training several years ago and others more recently but all stated that they would benefit 
from increased knowledge and capacity building on their roles and responsibilities in relation 
to child protection. Minimum Standards for the CPN were developed by MOLSW in 2011, 
however there is not a great deal of information available on the implementation of or 
experience using these standards.38 Standard guidelines or protocols for responding to child 
protection cases (identification, referral, assistance) are lacking and as a result, response is not 
comprehensive or consistent.  

According to MOLSW, to date 1,284 CPN have been established out of an estimated 8,507 
villages in Lao PDR, or approximately 14 per cent.39 Of the CPNs that have been established, 337 
villages have received training on child protection and their roles and responsibilities, although 
MOLSW and other agencies have invested effort and resources in this.  Evaluations conducted 
for NGOs involved in implementing CPNs have shown that scaling up this model nationwide 
would require a great deal of time and investment to complete at the current rate of expansion.  
It is unlikely that these resources will be available to the Lao child protection system in the near 
future.  Beyond the practical feasibility of scaling up the CPN model, evidence to date indicates 
that these networks are not able to fulfil their anticipated roles and responsibilities as outlined 
above.

37 Ministerial Agreement on the Establishment of Child Protection Networks (2017).

38 Social Welfare Department.  Child Protection Networks. (Scan of Minimum Standards pamphlet shared by UNICEF).

39 Lao Statistics Bureau. The 4th Population and Housing Census.  Vientiane, 2015.  
Accessed from https://www.lsb.gov.la/pdf/PHC-ENG-FNAL-WEB.pdf.
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This is attributed to a number of different 
reasons.  The duplication of membership 
between the CPN, VMU and Village 
Development Committee leads to  
confusion regarding the roles and 
responsibilities of this committee, which 
members appear to remain unclear of. 
When CPN members receive training, the high turnover rate and frequency of members 
moving on to different roles results in lack of consistency and memory of the information shared. 
This is due to the fact that the majority of CPN representatives are elected or designated 
for 3-year terms, although in some cases members can be re-elected or extended. High 
turnover is a common phenomenon for staff in many Government sectors, including MOJ, 
the police, LWU and MOLSW. Another challenge is that CPN members have multiple 
commitments and unable to set aside time for volunteer child protection work.  This is 
compounded by the reality that most members also engage in other forms of employment in 
order to generate sufficient income to support their families. 

Many CPN members are also members 
of other village level structures such 
as the VMU and Village Development 
Committee, which have virtually the 
same membership as the CPN, as 
shown in Table 7. As part of the child 
protection system visioning process, 
it may be beneficial for the working 
group to consider the added value of 
setting up CPNs when there are already 
several  wel l - establ ished groups 
in place, comprised of an almost 
identical membership.  Members of 
Village Development Committees 
interviewed explained that while they 
appreciate the importance of creating 
a committee focused on ensuring the 
protection of children in their village, 

expecting individuals to participate in so many different groups on a voluntary basis while also 
maintaining their own livelihood is unrealistic.

Another significant finding from the local level data collection was that nearly all community 
respondents, including some CPN members themselves, were unaware of the CPN or 
its intended function. These networks do not yet appear to be functioning in any of 
the locations where fieldwork was conducted.  Village authorities do not appear to refer to or use 
the CPN in any way and these groups do not appear to be dealing with child protection cases. 
The primary role identified by CPN members interviewed was to count and report the total 

It is too much to expect Village Authorities to manage cases. 

At the village level they can only collect information and 

report.They can also be responsible for raising awareness 

and sharing information.

-   Senior MOLSW Official

Table 7: Membership of Village Level Structures 

involved in Child Protection

Village Authorities VMU CPN

Village Head Village Head Village Head

Deputy Village 

Head

Deputy Village 

Head

Deputy Village 

Head

LNFR LNFR LNFR

LWU LWU LWU

LYU LYU LYU

Elders Elders Elders

Village Security Village Security Teacher

Village Military Village Military Health worker
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number of children in their village, including age ranges and those with disability.  In some 
locations, CPN members and Village Authorities explained that they make an effort to raise 
awareness on child rights based on the training information they have received.  This may 
be having an impact, as evidenced in the reported overall reduction in social acceptance of 
violence against children described in Section A.  In CPN villages where training had recently 
been provided in Xiangkhouang, for example, increased awareness of child rights was 
reported.

Evidence from this assessment and previous studies indicates that it is not possible to design 
an effective and sustainable child protection system at the local level on the CPN model alone.  
National child protection stakeholders, including both Government and NGO agencies concur 
with this finding and are eager to explore alternative or supplementary strategies as part of 
the child protection system visioning process.  In reality, shifting the CPN responsibilities to the 
village authorities, for example, would not involve a significant change, as these are the same 
individuals.

Village Education Committees

Village education committees have been established by the Ministry of Education and Sports 
and are responsible for conducting outreach and counselling to parents to encourage school 
age children attend school. These committees are reportedly responsible for monitoring 
school attendance of children, however, parents said that they did not always receive reports 
from teachers if their children did not attend school.  As noted above, teachers are reluctant to 
intervene in domestic family affairs and do not see this as their role, including identifying and 
reporting suspected child protection issues. Even in serious cases, teachers are unlikely to take 
action in response to suspected violence, abuse, neglect or exploitation of a child.

Human resources for child protection

The Lao Government’s commitment to establish a child 
protection system has been significantly limited by the 
lack of human and financial resources for child and family 
welfare.There are very few qualified social workers in 
Lao PDR and a large majority of Government and NGO 
staff involved in child protection work at the local level 
are volunteers. While volunteers can play a useful role at 
the community level, this has significant implications for 
the quality and capacity of local level service provision. 
There is also currently no certification system for social 
workers, which was a recommendation of the CRC 
concluding observations to invest in professionalising 
the social welfare workforce.

In an effort to assess the capacity and experience of 
social welfare staff, a survey was developed and disseminated to provincial and district level 

Figure 4: Perceived responsibility 

in relation to child and family welfare

Do you have any reponsibilities 

in relation to child and family welfare 

in your current role?
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officials.40 Of the 24 LSW staff who responded, 92 per 
cent stated that they have responsibilities in relation 
to child and family welfare (Figure 4). 61 per cent of 
respondents felt that their job responsibilities were clear 
to them, while 39 per cent did not. 64 per cent stated 
that they had received training to do their job.  However, 
only 15 per cent believed that the training that they had 
received was sufficient in order to do their job well. This 
is a significant self-reported finding. Child protection 
work can be challenging and requires a specific skill set. 
If officials responsible for working in this area do not feel 
that they have sufficient capacity to fulfil their role, it is 
unlikely they will be able to provide effective services. 
This is compounded by the reality that these officials 
also often have little to no financial resources for service provision, which places them in an 
extremely challenging position.  93 per cent of LSW staff respondents stated that they do not 
have sufficient resources to complete their work.

According to a senior MOLSW official, there is currently one Child Protection and Assistance 
staff member per province, which range from a minimum population of 80,000 (Xaisomboun 
province) to over 900,000 (Savannakhet province).41 Given this ratio of LSW staff to 
the population and combined with the lack of resources for service provision described above, 
it is clearly unrealistic to expect MOLSW to fulfil a direct role in receiving, managing and 
responding to child protection cases at this time.

Financial resources for child protection

Apart from the survey findings presented above, detailed information on the level of 
resources available to the system was not available during the assessment process. Requests 
for information were submitted to key government agencies but data has yet to be provided 
for analysis.  Obtaining information on public funding for child protection services is further 
complicated by the fact that services are not delivered through a single government agency. 
This poses significant challenges for system planning and management, potentially resulting in 
inefficient distribution of investment and effort.  Information on budget definitions, budgetary 
guidelines, trends in allocations to the social sectors from Government and ODA were also not 
available for this assessment.

Despite the lack of information, it is clear that the current level of financial investment in 
the system is insufficient to sustain even a minimal level of service provision. The Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare does not receive central level budgetary support at the provincial 
and district levels apart from in special circumstances for emergency cases and operates on 
funding provided by provincial Governor’s Offices. There is no funding provided to support 
the establishment and operation of CPN – volunteer members are expected to contribute 

Figure 5: Availability of resources

Do you have the resources you need to 

complete your work?

40 See Annex VII

41 Lao Statistics Bureau. The 4th Population and Housing Census (PHC), 2015.
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their time and financial assistance for specific cases is expected to be procured on an 
ad hoc basis from different sources, which appears to occur rarely if at all. The impact of 
current decentralisation efforts and the Three Builds Policy may have a significant impact on 
the allocation of resources at the sub-national levels, but the details of this are not yet available.  
Similarly, planned investment in social protection may have a beneficial impact on resources 
to promote child wellbeing at the district and village levels but this has yet to be seen.

In terms of INGO resources, it was estimated that approximately three million dollars was 
allocated for child protection efforts in Lao PDR in 2012.42 This included support for shelter 
management and maintenance, awareness and advocacy programmes, as well as establishing 
and training CPN. While updated information on financial resources and expenditures was 
not available for the current assessment, it does not appear that the fiscal resources for 
child protection from the Government or INGOs has increased significantly in recent years. 
This information will be critical for the child protection system visioning process, particularly 
in terms of costing the proposed action plan.    

Child protection system information management

To date, an information management system tracking and storing data on child protection 
incidents or trends of abuse, violence, exploitation and neglect has not been established in 
Lao PDR. Provincial and district LSW officials collect data on the number of children in each 
village, as well as those in need of special protection. Information on cases of orphans, poor 
families or children with disabilities is recorded in some locations and reported to the national 
level upon request. This information does not appear to be systematically consolidated 
or utilised and there are no clear procedures for follow-up on cases.

The LWU and NGOs also collect case data based on thematic areas such as trafficking or 
abuse, as well as services provided to beneficiaries. This data is saved internally within each 
organization and not shared with MOLSW or consolidated for national analysis. Collection 
of information does not appear to be standardized; in some cases village heads are asked to 
provide figures, or officials may record relevant information during village cluster meetings. 
The LWU counselling centre documents the number of cases handled and calls received. 
The information is reportedly available to other actors upon request. INGOs providing services 
submit annual reports with information to MOLSW to comply with reporting requirements. 
However, according to MOLSW this information has not been provided and the Government 
does not have a record of the number or types of child protection cases handled by NGOs.

Child protection system coordination

Coordination among government agencies, as well as between government and civil society 
child protection agencies in Lao PDR appears to be irregular and fragmented.  While a number 
of different coordinating bodies have been established, these reportedly do not meet on a 
regular basis. Lack of clarity on roles and responsibilities was described as an impediment 
to effective coordination. While multiple agencies work on similar issues related to child 
protection, there is a tendency to work independently due to vertical authority and reporting 

42 Child Frontiers. Lao PDR Child and Family Welfare System Assessment, 2014.



[55]Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR

structures. The majority of coordination forums are issue-based, for example on trafficking, 
and when they do meet, focus on addressing individual cases. There is currently no national 
leading coordination body that provides a regular forum for identifying priorities and 
facilitating joint planning on technical issues pertaining to the child protection system.

In terms of coordination of services, there is currently no systematic referral mechanism linking 
child protection services in Lao PDR. Past efforts to establish a referral system have been 
hindered by the lack of services and limited capacity, resulting in an absence of actual services 
to refer victims to receive assistance.  Another challenge is the fact that the majority of shelters 
and service providers are located in urban areas and inaccessible to families and children in 
rural areas. It is important to note that a referral mechanism or establishment of a coordinating 
body does not represent a service but rather a process for linking cases to services. There is 
little these mechanisms can do in practical terms if no actual services or assistance is available. 

What are the implications of these findings for the national child protection system 
visioning process?

While there appear to be a number of structures and organisations with mandated roles and 
responsibilities for child protection in Lao PDR, it is not apparent how these stakeholders 
are expected to fulfil these roles or work together in practice. At the national level, there 
appears to be a fundamental disconnect horizontally across ministries and organisations, 
as well as vertically within agencies between the national, provincial, district and village levels.
Responsibility for implementation of the child protection system is unclear, with different 
agencies addressing specific child vulnerabilities, rather than approaching the challenges 
children and families face holistically.  The child protection system vision will attempt to address 
these challenges and design an overall framework for how agencies with responsibilities 
for child protection can work together to leverage resources for the protection of children in 
Lao PDR.

As noted in the multi-sectoral response to the national Violence against Children survey, 
coordination on child protection remains a challenge in Lao PDR.  The majority of 
coordination forums are issue-focused, such as the Juvenile Justice Coordination Committees, 
the Anti-Trafficking Committee, the National Committee for Disabled People and the Elderly, 
and Committees for the Protection and Assistance of Children.43 Vulnerable children often 
face multiple, linked problems that cannot be addressed solely through vertical government 
structures and institutional frameworks that target only specific groups of children. The child 
protection system vision should encourage a conceptual shift from responding to particular 
child protection violations, after a child has already suffered significant harm, to a greater 
emphasis on addressing root causes and preventing violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation 
from happening in the first place. 

The assessment findings also highlight the importance of establishing effective linkages 
between community-based child protection groups and the national child and family welfare 
system to ensure sustainability and achieve positive outcomes for children. It is unrealistic to 

43 Government of Lao PDR. Multi-Sectoral Response to the National Violence Against Children Survey – Priority Actions.  Vientiane, 2018.
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expect volunteer-based CPN to represent the primary strategy for ensuring the protection of 
children in Lao PDR without prerequisite investment in capacity and services. In considering 
the value of the CPN approach as the primary national strategy for child and family welfare 
system development, the assessment finding that CPN appear to be virtually invisible and 
are not viewed by communities as a viable source of assistance in the locations where they have 
been implemented should be addressed. Based on current evidence, it is unclear whether this 
model can be viable.  However if this strategy is pursued, significant investment of resources 
in capacity development and establishment of services at the local level will be required.  
Alternatively, it may be possible to consider integrating a child protection role into existing 
mechanisms such as the VMU of Village Development Committee, which in reality would not 
represent a significant change as these mechanisms generally involve the same members.

It will be important to collect accurate and detailed information on the current financial 
resources and space available to the child protection system, including both actual and 
potential allocation, from different Government agencies, particularly MOLSW and LWU, 
as well as any additional investments anticipated under social protection initiatives or Three 
Builds.  An in-depth costing and fiscal analysis of the child protection system would be beneficial 
in order to capture and analyse this information, which will have important implications for 
possible system design options and strategies for utilising these fiscal opportunities. Despite 
repeated efforts to collect detailed financial information as part of the current assessment, 
this proved challenging and a dedicated fiscal analysis process may be required to achieve this. 
The vision should include both a short- and medium-term plan, with the former outlining a 
strategy for moving towards the vision based on existing resources and the latter identifying 
areas and changes that would be prioritised if  additional resources were to become available. 

A key issue to be addressed in the social welfare workforce strengthening strategy will be 
to define the anticipated role of social workers (professional and para professionals) in the 
child protection system. As yet, questions of who they will work for, what their mandate or 
responsibilities will be, and the actual roles they will play have yet to be answered.  It also 
remains unclear whether trained social workers will work at the national, provincial, district or 
local level.  While university graduates may expect to be placed within the central or provincial 
government, the greatest need for service provision and support to families and children 
is at the local level where communities are. Given current resource limitations, it is unlikely 
that trained professional social workers will be recruited and placed at the local level across 
the country in the near future. It is also important to note that the role of social workers in 
Lao PDR has not been decided for the social welfare system as a whole yet. It will be 
challenging to determine the role for the CP system in isolation, as it is unlikely that there will 
be sufficient human resources to support this kind of specialism. It will therefore be important 
to consider the social service workforce more broadly and their envisioned role in the child 
protection system.

System monitoring, evaluation and data collection is a significant gap in Lao PDR in 
the absence of a consolidated information management system to inform policy design and 
programming. This is an area that would clearly benefit from improved coordination among 
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agencies under the child protection system vision. Lack of evidence of the child protection 
situation has further hampered the ability to articulate broader child protection strategies 
outside of issue-based approaches.

Finally, the absence of an effective and functioning national coordination body to oversee 
the child protection system represents another significant challenge.  It is hoped that this will 
be addressed as part of the child protection system visioning process, potentially building 
upon the role of the multi-agency National Working Committee supporting the present 
assessment and visioning process.

C. Demand & Social Norms

This section of the report considers the child protection system from the perspective of 
communites, families and children.  This includes analysis of their knoweldge and experience 
of the formal child protection system and services, as well as how child protection cases are 
currently being handled. Key questions for consideration include how the formal system is 
currently utilised, whether communities have alternative practices that are used to resolve 
child protection issues when formal system services are not accessible and the perceived 
outcomes of these practices.  

The assessment identifies the child protection actors and services available at the community 
level and their mandates, roles and responsibilities. As noted in the assessment TOR, this 
includes analysis of the orientation, coverage and accessibility of service delivery mechanisms, 
as well as coordination and collaboration between mechanisms, including referral networks.  
Finally, perceptions of children, families and communities of both formal system services and 
community strategies for dealing with problems will be considered, along with community 
recommendations for processes that can be improved and potential steps to strengthen 
the present child protection system and social welfare workforce at the local level.

Formal Child Protection Services & Support

A critical part of this assessment is to understand the services and support currently available 
to children and families facing child protection challenges.  Based on this information, it will 
be possible to identify gaps to be addressed and how the system can be structured to more 
effectively respond to current child protection priorities and the needs of the population.

Apart from the assistance provided by village authorities, community members did not identify 
any type of formal child and family welfare system service as contributing to the protection of 
children in their village.  While Government and NGO agencies have made significant effort to 
establish structures and services, this has proven challenging due to structural and resource 
limitations. As shown below, the majority of child protection issues are handled within families.  
When a child protection case does come to the attention of village authorities, the primary 
focus is to counsel and if necessary, punish the perpetrator in an effort to ensure that the harm 
does not reoccur. Provision of direct services and support to child victim themselves is often 
overlooked due to the predominant focus on punishment of the perpetrator. The assessment 
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found that these types of services are virtually non-existent at the local level.  In locations 
where some services may exist, families and children are generally unaware of and are unlikely 
to access them.

District and provincial level LSW authorities interviewed in all locations where fieldwork was 
conducted stated that they have very few services or help to offer in the rare instance that 
a child protection case is referred to these levels.  There is reportedly no regular government 
budget available to support service provision, apart from what is available from individual 
donations on an ad hoc basis. The one action that can be taken by district and provincial 
LSW authorities is to write a letter to request for children without adequate parental or family 
care to be admitted to an SOS Village or LWU shelter.  Beyond this, officials explained that 
there is very little that they can do.  This may result in a situation where community members 
realise that there are no services available and therefore do not turn to LSW authorities for 
assistance.

Figure 6: Resolution of child protection cases at the community level

It is important to note that when asked about formal service provision, district and provincial 
LSW staff and village authorities identified referral to institutional care either in an SOS Village 
or at the LWU shelter as the only available solution. Several respondents recommended that 
funds be provided to build a local shelter to house children in need of care. This perspective 
indicates a limited understanding of current child protection approaches and use of 
institutional care as a last resort rather than a preferred option for children. Other types of 
services and assistance to help vulnerable families and children care for their children, such as 
counselling or parental assistance and support were not mentioned.

Service orientation, coverage and accessibility

In terms of the service orientation, coverage and accessibility, the few services that do exist 
appear to be primarily focused on response to problems after they have occurred, rather than 
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prevention or provision of support to potentially vulnerable families and children. Coverage 
is limited, particularly at the local level and rural areas.  Services are located predominantly in 
Vientiane and other places where  LWU shelters and SOS Villages are based or specifc locations 
around the country where NGO programmes and projects are in operation. Accessibility to 
and awareness of child protection prevention and response services was extremely low in all 
of the locations where fieldwork for this assessment and previous studies have been 
conducted. As these locations represent diverse sites across Lao PDR, it can be assumed that 
this is generally representative of the situation at the local level nationwide. Coordination and 
collaboration between service mechanisms, both horizontally across agencies and between 
Government and NGO service providers, as well as vertically from the national to 
sub-national levels within ministries also appears limited.

Linked to this, local authorities, community members and children in all locations struggled to 
perceive what was meant by the term ‘service’ when asked what services are available or what 
would be beneficial from their point of view. Beyond the possibility of economic support for 
poor families, police intervention or in some cases referral to the VMU, local level respondents 
had difficulty imagining what other type of help might be provided by the formal system. 
This indicates that to date there has been little to no service provision, which leads local 
officials and community members not to expect any services to be provided in the future. As a 
result, they rely on the other forms of help that are available within their extended family, 
local community and from village authorities.

Figure 7 below, adapted from the 2014 assessment, outlines the typical response pathway 
following a case of child abuse described by parents, children, local authorities and front-line 
workers. The majority of cases do not move past the first stage of the diagram. Findings were 
highly consistent across geographical locations and ethnic groups consulted during both 
the present and 2014 assessments in Attapeu, Xiengkhouang, Vientiane, Savannakhet 
and Luang Namtha with regard to the most common responses to child protection issues. 
This indicates that the process outlined here is likely applicable for many locations across 
Lao PDR.

As shown in the diagram, in the rare instance that a child protection problem is not resolved 
within the family, the vast majority of child protection cases are handled within the context 
of village level mediation processes in accordance with customary law. The case may be first 
brought to the village unit head who will mediate with the parties involved. If the case remains 
unresolved, the village unit head will refer the case to the village head who may in turn convene 
the village authorities to take the lead in coordinating how the case is handled. Specific 
members of the Village Development Committee, including the Lao Front representative, 
respected village elders and in some cases the LWU representative may be involved in 
decision making; cases do not appear to usually be handled by the entire Village Development 
Committee.  Specific actions taken include issuing written warnings (bot bantuk), counselling 
the perpetrator and providing advice and guidance to the family to facilitate reconciliation.44

44 Slight variations of this practice were observed between different locations. In most cases, the perpetrator would receive up to three warn-
ings and be expected to sign a written memo each time. Depending on the case, a fine would be incurred on the second and / or third 
warning.
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Community conflict resolution strategies

Given the findings above that the majority of child protection issues are resolved at 
the community level, the assessment explored how families and communities typically handle 
these types of problems in the absence of support from formal services. According to mothers, 
fathers, village authorities and children interviewed, family elders play an important role in 
deciding how a problem will be managed within the family. There is a great deal of respect 
for and deference to family elders and many Lao families live with multiple generations in 
one household. Grandparents and other elder authority figures represent the first line of 
response for conflict resolution.  

Figure 8: Lao proverb

ໄຟໃນຢ່າເອົາອອກ ໄຟນອກຢ່າເອົາເຂົ້າ.
Keep home affairs at home; Keep outside affairs outside. 

A cultural dynamic identified during the data collection and discussed with the National 
Working Committee is the importance of keeping internal family matters private and not 
allowing these to be known or exposed to outsiders. A Lao proverb taught to children from a 
young age says that ‘fire within the family should stay inside and fires outside should not be 
brought inside.’  This has significant implications for how child protection cases are handled, as 
there is likely to be significant reluctance to seek outside assistance. This also had implications 
for the data collection process, as it was challenging to ask community respondents to talk 
about how sensitive internal family issue are handled in a public group discussion setting. 

In the rare instance that a child protection problem cannot be resolved internally, the family 
may contact the Village Authorities, usually the Village Head or Village Unit Head, to help solve 
the issue.  It was explained that these officials would meet with the family members involved 
and counsel them on how to handle the issue.  The primary objective of this process, as well as 
the internal family resolution process described above, is to restore harmony and end conflict 
within the family and community.  Family and community harmony are extremely important 
and effort will be made by all members to maintain this at all costs.  This may also mean that 
ensuring ‘justice’ or the best interest of the child involved may not be considered the top 
priority in this type of process.  The voices and opinions of children may also not be sufficiently 
recognised, as children are expected to respect and accept decisions made by elders on their 
behalf. 

Community respondents identified two traditional practices commonly used to resolve 
conflict and restore community harmony at the village level. Village authorities may ask the 
perpetrator to sign a written statement (ບົດບັນທຶກ) agreeing not to repeat the offending 
behaviour.  Variations of this practice were observed across different locations; in most cases, 
the offender would receive up to three warnings. Depending on the case, a fine would be 
incurred on the second and / or third warning. Advice and guidance may also be provided to 
the family by the Village Authorities, specifically the Village Head, LNFR or LWU representative, 
to facilitate reconciliation.
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Another traditional practice described as being used to resolve conflict and restore community 
harmony at the village level among families or individuals is the Baci ceremony.This traditional 
practice is organised by in an effort to restore the emotional well-being of the child and 
is reportedly common across a variety of ethnic groups. This ceremony demonstrates the 
commitment of the family and community to reconcile and ensure the protection of the 
child.45 The ceremony is organised and costs are typically borne by the offending family. 
In some cases, the perpetrator may participate by tying a white string on the wrist of the 
child while promising in front of witnesses not to harm the child again. It is important to note 
that the strategies described above are primarily in response to domestic violence and other 
conflicts within or between families.  

Community-level child protection actors

When asked who would be expected to take action in response to a child protection issue, 
parents, children and local authorities consistently identified grandparents, relatives and 
neighbours as being most likely to intervene, followed by Village Authorities including elders, 
and representatives of LWU and LYU.

The village security officer and village 
military representative were noted 
as having a role in responding to 
child protection cases primarily in 
terms of restraining the perpetrator 
if  necessar y,  but also in issuing 
warnings and facilitating and enforcing 
the outcomes of mediation processes. 
District authorities and police are 
reportedly only involved in the rare 
instance that a case is brought to 
the district level, or in some cases 
to the village cluster level.  As noted 
above, teachers and health officials 
are not currently considered to have 
a role in identifying, responding to 
or reporting child protection cases 
despite their direct involvement with 
children.

As explained in Section B: Enabling Environment, families and communities do not appear 
to identify or be aware of the CPN as a specific source of assistance in responding to child 
protection issues. Similarly, social welfare officials at the district or provincial levels are not 
identified as a likely source of assistance or services.  Of the formal sector agencies identified 
as having a formal mandate for child protection, only the LWU was recognised by participants 

45 The cost and type of ceremony arranged depends upon the severity of the case; for example, if a child has been seriously harmed or shed 
blood, a pig may be killed as part of the ceremony. If the harm is less severe, a chicken will be sacrificed and fewer guests may be invited.

Figure 9:  Who could help in response to a child protection 

case, according to parents and children
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as potentially offering services for children and families facing child protection problems.  
There appears to be significant recognition of the LWU at the local level as a service provider 
for women and children that can be accessed through LWU volunteers at the village level.   It 
may be beneficial for the child protection system to build upon the legitimacy and presence 
that the LWU has established at the community level nationwide by linking the delivery of child 
protection prevention and response services through the LWU network. A challenge would 
be that child protection would still rely on a volunteer network at the village level but these 
volunteers are able to link into the LWU counselling network and staff at the District level and 
above.

Community child protection system priorities

During the fieldwork data collection, community members were asked to share their views 
on current services, as well as their recommendations improvements to strengthen the child 
protection system and social welfare workforce at the local level. In general there appeared 
to be very little expectation or demand for formal child protection services from families and 
communities.  This could be due to the fact that respondents had difficulty imagining what 
types of services or help could realistically be provided, given the clear resource limitations 
of LSW at the sub-national level.  Families generally seem comfortable in dealing with child 
protection challenges themselves and do their best to resolve these and maintain community 
harmony.  The only major exception highlighted repeatedly by respondents is when children 
become addicted to drugs – in these cases, families and community members do not know 
what to do and feel that they do not have sufficient tools to effectively assist these children.

Are these good solutions, according to parents & children?
“What else could happen? Everything is settled within the family. 

It does not go anywhere else.”

“Referring cases to Village Authorities does not always work. 
Sometimes there is no follow through.”

“It would be good if there were ways to help families better care for their children, 
especially poor families with many children.”

As there is little expectation of formal services from community members, families and 
children explained that they are quite satisfied with how the community currently responds 
and deals with chlid protection problems. They have always dealt with problems in this 
way and do not seem to be able to imagine anything different from what they are used to. 
Therefore, even when asked for recommendations on how to improve the Lao child protection 
system, community respondents often did not have anything to ‘request’ or ask that State 
actors provide to better assist children and familes facing child protectoin challenges. If their 
village chiefs are willing to listen to their concerns and attempt to intervene in problems facing 
the village, families, communitiy memebrs and adolescents seem happy with how problems 
are solved at village level.
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What are the implications of these findings for the national child protection system  
visioning process?

The demand for formal child protection services is currently limited and families prefer 
to handle cases confidentially and informally. There is little expectation from community 
members or children of any external form of help. In order for the formal child protection 
system to have an impact, it will be necessary to demonstrate that there are services available 
to meet their child protection needs and that these services are able to consistently provide 
positive outcomes for children. It may be beneficial to adopt a more supportive approach 
and consider addressing protection issues from a developmental perspective. This may help 
to increase understanding and appreciation of the child protection system and help change 
practices around seeking support.

From the perspective of families, the formal system consists of Village Authorities, who provide 
conflict mediation in response to problems.This is an important limitation for formal child 
protection actors and potential social workers, who need to know what happens and what 
types of problems exist at village level. It is not realistic or effective for social workers based at 
the district and provincial levels to wait for village chiefs to report to them. The process has to 
be inverted and social workers need to engage with and visit village chiefs on a regular basis to 
collect the information from the field in order to better support village authorities and families.
This would have significant implications for district social welfare teams, which currently do 
not have sufficient human resources or capacity to support this approach.  The role of district 
level social welfare officers in relation to child protection will also need to be clearly defined, 
which will be a focus on the social welfare workforce strategy development process.

To date CPNs do not seem to have a clear added value in the current child protection system. 
Instead of continuing to invest in this community mechanism, it may be necessary to consider 
alternatives such as working to strengthen existing structures and exploring how these can 
play a greater role in child protection. Increased and targeted focus on key actors such as 
village chiefs, who appear to be the gatekeepers of the system and without whom improved 
outcomes for children will be very difficult to achieve, may also be beneficial. When these 
findings were presented to Government and NGO stakeholders, there was overwhelming 
agreement regarding the documented challenges of the current approach, particularly in 
relation to the functioning of the CPAC and CPN. However, the historical reality that these 
structures are reflected in national legislation and have been considered core components of 
the child protection system for well over a decade make it difficult to consider alternatives.  

One option would be to continue to try to strengthen and improve the functioning of the CPAC 
and CPNs by investing significantly greater resources to support training, capacity building 
and local level service provision – key gaps identified by this assessment.  This is likely the most 
palatable way forward for many stakeholders.  A significant risk associated with this strategy 
is the fact that a significant increase in resources for child protection does not appear to be 
likely in the near to medium future.  In this case, these mechanisms would remain largely 
non-functional and continue to exist in legislation and name only.
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Another option would be to formally integrate child protection functions into the role of 
existing local level mechanisms that have legitimacy and are operational, such as the VMU, 
Village Development Committee and LWU counselling network. This would not represent 
a major shift from the CPN model, as the core members of these mechanisms are virtually 
the same individuals at the village level. The assessment found that if any action is taken 
in response to a child protection case it is generally done by members of these groups. 
The VMU and VDC are focused primarily on responding to and resolving cases, such as 
punishing the perpetrator, mediating between parties and restoring community harmony.  
The LWU network can provide counselling to victims and families, as well as place greater 
emphasis on prevention by identifying potentially vulnerable families and linking them with 
other support services that may be beneficial.  

This approach would also have resource implications, as additional training and capacity 
building would be required to ensure appropriate action is taken when required. However, 
it was found during the assessment that child protection training has been integrated into 
the most recent local level MOJ capacity building curriculum for VMU and Village Development 
Committee members, which represents an important opportunity that could be leveraged. 
It is also of course important to note that not all cases can be appropriately handled at 
the village level by these groups and a key focus of their training would be to be able to identify 
the types of cases required to be referred to higher authorities and establishing clear reporting 
processes for doing so.

While there are also challenges associated with village heads and committees playing a role 
in child protection, at present this appears to be the only option available. Key concerns 
identified include the reality that these local level actors already have many responsibilities, 
limited knowledge or understanding of child protection issues and require significant training 
but also experience high rates of turnover requiring training to be repeated on a frequent basis, 
among others.  However, until there is a significant increase in the social welfare workforce, 
which is unlikely to happen at the local level in the near future, these are the structures and 
individuals currently in place to support the child protection system.  While this may not be 
ideal or the long-term vision for child protection in Lao PDR, in the short to medium term it 
is recommended to urgently look at developing targeted and consistent strategies to clarify 
their roles and responsibilities, as well as build capacity to fulfill these at the village level.  This 
includes reinforcing the primary role of families and communities in ensuring the wellbeing of 
children and understanding the role of external actors as being to support this.

Another major reservation in taking this second approach is the reluctance to abandon 
the CPN model and concerns regarding mandates for child protection at the national level 
if lead responsibility for child protection at the village level formally shifts to the VMU, VDC 
or LWU, which are not directly linked to MOLSW.  Regardless of the decision ultimately made, 
it will be critical to proactively engage with these mechanisms and the national level ministries 
/ agencies to which they are linked in order to effectively leverage all actors and resources 
available for the child protection system in Lao PDR.  
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VI. Conclusion
It is positive that the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and national child protection 
stakeholders have already embarked on a visioning process to strengthen the child and family 
welfare system and social welfare workforce. The objective of this process is to agree on an 
approach for child protection in Lao PDR that can effectively support and protect families and 
children based on solid evidence verified by national stakeholders.  

The purpose of the present assessment is to document the current functioning of 
the Lao child protection system, including both formal and informal components. A key 
objective is to highlight the perspectives of parents, children, communities and local authorities 
on current child protection challenges and services or help available to address these. 
This assessment is not designed to propose a new approach for child protection in Lao PDR, 
as this will be the focus and responsibility of the National Working Group lead in 
the system visioning process.  However, a series of recommendations are presented below for 
consideration by the TWG during the system design process.

Several findings were identified during the fieldwork and interviews at national, provincial 
district and community level that will be critical for strengthening the current child protection 
system.  These are corroborated by other studies and research conducted, including a CPN 
evaluation conducted by MOLSW and Child Frontiers system assessments in 2014 and 2010, 
and have been validated by Government and NGO representatives.46 

zz At the national level, the assessment identified a number of different government 
ministries and committees with child protection-related mandates. However, despite 
the significant effort that has been invested to strengthen the child protection system in 
recent years, clear understanding of the respective roles and responsibilities of different 
actors remains limited, resulting in confusion of mandates.

zz At the subnational level, while the MOLSW technically has lead responsibility for child 
protection in Lao PDR according to the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests 
of Children, MOLSW does not employ technical staff below the district level.  This has 
important implications for child protection service delivery, as well as the ability to 
monitor, identify and support vulnerable families and children.   

zz Commonality of intent and coordination between MOLSW and other agencies and 
authorities with a formal presence at the village level and who can provide direct 
service provision is therefore essential. This includes village authorities, LWU / LYU / Lao 
Front representatives, teachers and health volunteers.  However due to vertical lines of 
authority as well as reporting and funding mechanisms, cross-sectoral coordination for 
child protection has remained challenging.

zz Child Protection Networks, the leading child protection intervention strategy 
implemented for the past decade, do not appear to be functioning as envisioned. CPNs 
build on the memberships of active organisations that are well known and legitimate 

46 MOLSW, Evaluation of Child Protection Networks in the Lao PDR, Unpublished Report2009.
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to the population and are commonly used. These existing structures, such as the Village 
Development Committee, Village Mediation Units or Lao Women’s Union counselling 
network, may be able to play a more proactive role at the local level.  

zz Another issue to be addressed will be to define the anticipated role of social workers in 
the child protection system. While the greatest need for service provision and support to 
families and children is at the local level, given current resource limitations it is unlikely 
that trained professional social workers will be placed in districts or communities 
nationwide in the near future. The real question to be addressed urgently is to define 
the functions needed to be performed at community level, who could best fulfil these 
and how these functions can be supported and supervised. This might help in 
understanding where and when the limited number of social workers may be able to  
support the successful provision of services.

zz Of the formal sector agencies identified as having a mandate for child protection, 
the LWU was most frequently recognised by participants as offering services for children 
and families facing child protection problems that can be accessed through LWU 
volunteers at the village level. It may be beneficial for the child protection system to build 
upon the legitimacy and presence that the LWU has established at the community level 
nationwide by linking the delivery of child protection prevention and response services 
through the LWU network.

zz Finally, the assessment findings clearly indicated that families, communities and local 
authorities, as well as national child protection stakeholders, view child protection within 
a wider lens of child wellbeing.  When asked to identify leading child protection priorities, 
respondents inevitably mentioned poverty, malnutrition, lack of healthcare, dangers 
posed by road accidents and UXO, among other concerns as critical to address in order to 
ensure the protection of children.  It may therefore be necessary to consider approaching 
child protection within a child welfare lens rather than focusing narrowly on issues of 
violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation.

One final consideration which emerges from the combination of the findings and 
the retrospective review of other studies of the Lao child protection system and efforts to 
strengthen it is that a great deal of effort has been concentrated on developing structures 
and processes.  This includes the establishment of committees, child protection networks,  
community volunteers, referral pathways, etc.  However little effort has been devoted to 
better understanding the functions that might be needed to complement what families 
and communities are already doing.  It is recommended any system model proposed be 
firmly based on an approach of establishing professional structures designed to support 
and complement the primary role of families and communities in caring for and ensuring 
the wellbeing of children.

Despite the challenges identified, there is clearly strong commitment on the part of the Lao 
Government and national stakeholders to learn from experience to date and work together 
to identify a contextually appropriate vision of child protection system building on available 
resources and Lao cultural values and priorities and community practices.   



[69]Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR

The assessment found that parents and families have primary responsibility for the protection 
of children in Lao PDR and that the vast majority of child protection cases are handled at 
the family or community level.  When families and communities cannot solve problems, 
the formal system will be solicited to provide additional services and assistance.  Improving 
service provision will therefore require working with communities to identify what approaches 
and types of support are desirable and how would they be most effectively supporting their 
ability to ensure the wellbeing of children.  It is sincerely hoped that the evidence and findings 
presented in this assessment report serve as a useful and constructive resource and foundation 
for the system visioning process and future efforts to strengthen the child protection system 
in Lao PDR.  
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VII. Recommendations

Child Protection System Development

zz Based on the evidence, agree on a national vision for the Lao child protection 
system that is appropriate for the context. Building on positive community practices, 
it is recommended that the system vision explore ways to leverage existing strengths, 
local resources and experiences highlighted in the assessment.  Support and services 
should be aligned to the way communities understand child protection issues. At the 
time of completion of this report, this system visioning process is underway. It will be 
critical for national stakeholders to continue to engage with the vision development and 
be part of the process for identifying solutions. Once the system vision is agreed upon, 
an action plan for implementation should be developed, costed and undertaken.  

zz Hold consultations with communities to ensure that the proposed approach or 
vision for strengthening the child and family welfare system is acceptable and 
beneficial from the perspective of families and children in Lao PDR. The child  
protection system should align with and support the primary and critical role of 
parents and extended family in ensuring the protection of children. The system should 
also strive to address the issues and areas families and children identify as priorities.  
Finally, the way services relate to communities and families and how help is provided will 
need to be in line with the principles governing how communities function. Any proposed 
system design should be shared with communities, including families and children, to 
ensure that the intended services and approach can effectively meet their needs and 
expectations.  This can be done through the system piloting process, which will follow 
the system vision design.  The assessment found that village elders or LNF representatives 
may be well placed to lead local consultation processes, as respected community 
members.

Child Protection System Structures 

zz Use pre-existing structures and avoid trying to establish new mechanisms at 
the community level. Evidence clearly indicates that attempts to establish externally 
driven dedicated child protection structures has had limited impact in Lao PDR.  It may 
therefore be preferable to explore how child protection functions could be more effectively 
integrated into other pre-existing local structures such as the Village Development 
Committees, Village Mediation Units and the Lao Women’s Union counselling network. 
Understanding the functions needed and who among existing actors can perform 
them would be a solid starting point. This may be more realistic and effective, as these 
mechanisms are already in place and recognised by communities.  As the members of 
these groups are also generally the same persons nominated to become part of the CPNs, 
this would not represent a significant departure from the actual current situation.  

Essentially, this represents a more focused approach that targets and mainstreams inputs 
into existing structures rather than establishing new ones that may not function. If 
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national stakeholders elect to continue to implement the CPN model, it will be necessary 
to revisit this approach to realistically analyse what these groups can and cannot do and 
the types of support and resources required for them to function effectively. 

zz Begin to identify possible leadership at the local administration level for ensuring 
families are supported and children are protected.  This can be done by beginning to 
test and pilot options through existing structures, including the Lao Women’s Union, the 
Village Development Committee, Village Mediation Units or village security. At the local 
level in pilot areas, authorities and existing organizations could test different leadership 
options to avoid diffusion of responsibilities across a range of actors. This often results in 
no single person taking responsibility, particularly in complex or challenging situations. 
It is recommended that these leadership roles are identified through tested experience in 
local administration with communities able to provide direct feedback, rather than being 
pre-appointed at the national level.   

zz Design and provide targeted training and capacity building to ensure that structures 
and individuals at the local level are in a position to effectively implement their 
child and family support and protection roles.  Piloting the leadership roles described 
above should be combined with provision of support to fulfil intended roles and 
expectations from communities.  This should go beyond generic training on child rights 
to specifically outline when, how and by whom action could be taken, including how to 
work with and support families and communities.  Lines of reporting and collaboration, 
information sharing as well as monitoring  processes will also need to be experimented 
through the pilot experiences.  

zz Clarify roles and responsibilities of the different actors working in child protection 
at all levels during the piloting phase, especially at local level. Clear understanding of 
the respective roles and responsibilities of different actors with child protection-
related mandates remains limited.  A primary objective of the child protection 
vis ioning process is  to clear ly agree and define roles and responsibi l i t ies 
of  key system actors,  specif ical ly MOLSW, NCAWMC, CPAC and the LWU in 
relation to what takes place at the village level.  This should then be tested in 
 the pilot phase during which all of the identified actors should be ready to participate and 
make any changes that may be required for the system to function more effectively.   

zz Pilot and experiment local processes to confidently develop procedures that result 
in better coordination between the different actors working in child protection. 
As MOLSW is not in a position to support direct service delivery for all child protection 
cases, coordination with other agencies and authorities that have a formal presence 
at the village level and can provide direct service provision is essential. Procedures for 
planning, information sharing and coordinated help/service delivery will emerge from 
the pilot experience at the local administration level.  Broad functions and responsibilities 
in relation to the local administration on child protection will be drawn through 
the visioning.
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Legal and Policy Framework 

zz Build the capacity of law enforcement, justice, child protection actors and other 
relevant agencies/institutions to implement the existing legal and regulatory 
framework. The present legal and policy framework is relatively well developed and 
child protection has been increasingly formalized and regulated by laws, implementation 
decrees, regulations, ministerial instructions, and national action plans. However, there 
is currently little evidence of consistent or predictable implementation of national 
legislation pertaining to child protection. Providing avenues for services to function and 
families to be supported at the local level will substantially improve the degree of legal 
and policy framework implementation. It is therefore recommended that efforts focus 
on effective implementation of the laws already in place, specifically Article 35 and 36 of 
the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007).  

zz Current legislation will need to be revised to reflect decisions made during 
the upcoming policy design process. If the revised system design and subsequent 
experimentation at the local level suggests and or requires changes in present 
legislation, such as updated responsibilities,  processes and possibly a new strategic 
approach to CPNs, these should be identified and the legislation amended 
accordingly based on the evidence and rationale generated. 

zz Consider development of an integrated policy on child wellbeing to leverage efforts 
and services across sectors. Given the factors that communities identify as being linked 
to child protection, including poverty, environmental dangers, drug abuse, nutrition, 
school access and others, it may be beneficial to develop legislation or an integrated 
policy to promote child wellbeing rather than focusing narrowly on child protection and 
violence.

Child Protection Services & Support 

zz Expand the level of service provision and forms of assistance available to children 
and families.  Despite improvements to the legal and regulatory framework, the single 
biggest challenge undermining the child protection agenda in Lao PDR is the failure of 
government and non-government actors to expand the level of services and options 
for support available to children and families. While resources are limited, the provision 
of tangible support to children and families facing protection challenges should be 
prioritised, including preventive support to vulnerable families and children as well 
as response services after problems occur.  But this will be only possible if services are 
conceptualized as working in partnership with families and communities and building 
on their existing resources and capacities.

zz Place family strengthening at the heart of efforts to ensure the protection of children. 
The formal child protection system should support and strengthen the central role 
played by parents and extended families in ensuring the wellbeing of children.  This may 
include parenting support, identification and provision of counselling to families facing 
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challenges, supporting community initiatives to collectively address locally identified 
problems,  as well as links to different forms of economic and social protection  support 
provided by other sectors.  

zz Identify a minimum package of services that the Lao Government and child 
protection stakeholders commit to ensuring are available for all children at the 
local level.  The National Working Committee will be discussing and identifying the 
key services that should be accessible nationwide.  Due to resource limitations, these 
will likely be minimal and largely provided by informal actors at the extended family 
and community level.  The role of Government, NGOs and other key actors in service 
provision will also be defined.  This guidance should be appropriate for the Lao context, 
taking into consideration the challenges related to the CPN described above.

zz As part of the child protection system vision discussions, stakeholders will agree 
upon a practical approach for identifying and supporting vulnerable families. 
This will require identifying child protection focal persons at the village level to provide  
theseservices, as described above. The primary focus should be on prevention and 
building the capacity of families and communities to protect and care for children.  
However, the formal authorities will be required to intervene in some instances.  
Decisions on when this intervention is mandatory, who is responsible for taking action 
and specific steps to be taken should be clearly articulated in the system vision. 

zz Define the anticipated role of professional and para social workers in the child 
protection system. Based on the child protection context described in this assessment, 
support to families and children will be largely provided by a series of agents and actors 
who are not considered child protection professionals. The role of professionals will need 
to be decided based on key functions to be identified within the system, determining 
where they will be placed and what their responsibilities should include.  The proposed 
role of social workers or agents should also be tested and verified through pilot 
experimentation at the local level.

Coordination & collaboration across aligned sectors
zz Assess the feasibility, including political and institutional will, for adopting an 

integrated approach to children under the legal and regulatory framework. 
It may be beneficial to consider addressing protection issues from a developmental 
and integrated perspective.  Adopting an integrated approach may help to maximise 
the limited resources available and strengthen aspects of prevention and response that 
require the involvement of other aligned sectors (e.g. health, justice, education and social 
protection). Increasing the ‘protection capacity’ of the work force in these other sectors 
would allow specialist child protection actors to focus more intensively on providing 
more specialised child protection services and targeting their work in a more focused 
manner.  Such an approach would require the development of a new policy for children 
but may finally help to overcome coordination challenges while clearly mainstreaming 
the inter-related needs of children across different sectors. 
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zz Ensure that the coordination mechanisms and processes required to oversee 
the child protection system are functioning in practice. The child protection system 
visioning process will identify broad functions associated with different agencies. 
The specific details of leadership and processes will be further defined through testing 
during the pilot phase.  This dialogue and collaboration will be based on existing 
leadership roles and functions – the aim is not to set up yet another coordinating body.  
Due to its structure and national high-level representation, the NCAWMC could potentially 
play an important role in complimenting the MOLSW and ensuring coordinated action 
across sectors, including key ministries such as the Public Health, Education, Planning 
& Investment, Home Affairs and Justice, among others.  It may also be beneficial for 
MOLSW to engage more directly with the Child Protection Working Group (CPWG) to 
exchange information and develop collective strategies.

zz Improve coordination with other sectors, including education, justice, health 
and social security, to ensure children and families have access to basic services 
by more clearly defining respective and common functions. Teachers and school 
administrators can play an important role in ensuring the wellbeing of children, both in 
terms of prevention and response to child protection problems.  Simillarly, healthcare 
professionals are often on the frontline of dealing with serious child protection cases 
when child victims require medical attention, or for mental health issues in families and 
communities.  The National Working Committee highlighted this as a key area for further 
development of the child protection system in partnership with MOES and MOH.

zz Develop an integrated cross-sectoral approach to child protection issues and how 
these affect child rights more broadly, and especially health, educational and 
justice outcomes. For example, the implementation and monitoring frameworks for the 
social development policy currently under development should focus on how children 
will benefit directly or indirectly from the implementation of different social protection 
instruments. 

Child Protection System Resources

zz Undertake a fiscal space analysis and develop a resource mobilisation strategy. 
Gathering data on the current level of resources available for child protection proved 
a challenge during the recent assessment.  Given current resource challenges it may 
be necessary to conduct a specific fiscal space analysis of the resources currently 
available for child protection through all channels (government, bi-lateral and multi-
lateral agencies, national and inter-national NGOs). This will need to consider the 
resource availability and generation within the local administration. Part of this analysis 
should also focus on the level of development partner and government commitment for 
addressing child protection issues and getting recommendations that could be included 
in a targeted advocacy and resource mobilisation strategy. 

zz Link child protection to the macro development framework. During the data 
collection phase, it was mentioned that the process to develop the 9th National 
Socio-Economic Development Plan for Lao PDR is underway. At the time of 
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writing, it is unclear if there is still scope for raising the profile of child protection 
under the new plan. Inclusion of specific objectives or sub-objectives related 
to the implementation of the plan of action to strengthen the national child protection 
system in this implementation framework would not only raise the profile of child 
protection within the national Government but may also facilitate future resource 
mobilisation.  If the objectives and indicators are already set, a series of actions should be 
identified to ensure that additional child protection indicators are included at the point 
of mid-term review. A set of sample proposed indicators to be monitored at the high level 
are provided in Annex IX.

zz Develop guidance for development partners based on the new system vision 
and action plans.  Once finalised, the vision for the child protection system and the 
accompanying action plan should be used to guide the child protection actions of 
different government ministries, non-governmental organisations and international 
development partners. If all stakeholders align support to children under the new vision 
and action plan this will help ensure resources are used in a more coordinated, efficient 
and coherent manner.  The child protection system vision will include both a short- and 
medium-term action plan, with the former outlining a strategy for moving towards the 
vision based on existing resources and the latter identifying areas and changes that 
would be prioritised if  additional resources were to become available. The MOLSW and 
other national agencies may need to review guidelines and MoU formats for partners 
to support future compliance with the system strengthening vision and action plan. 
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Annex I: Child Protection System Assessment Analytical Framework

1. What formal components of the child protection system are currently in place in 
Lao PDR? How effectively are these functioning?

This macro question will focus primarily on the formal components of the system.  This 
will involve an analysis of the normative framework (what is planned) and what exists 
in reality. Questions of how the system functions across different administrative levels 
(national, provincial, district, village level) will also be analysed. Specific aspects to be 
assessed include: 

 � Mapping system actors including government institutions, INGOs, CSOs and development 
partners, along with their mandates, roles and responsibilities (perceived and actual); 
analysis of interrelations among actors and the nature of these relationships; 

 � Analysis of system management and coordination mechanisms and their functioning at 
the central, provincial, district, village level, as well as between levels; 

 � Review of existing laws, policies, standards and regulations related to child protection in 
the context of treaty obligations and global guidelines;

 � Identification of the system services approach and characteristics (continuum, prevention 
and response);

 � Assessment of services and service delivery mechanisms available, including orientation, 
distribution, coverage, and access; 

 � Analysis of the existence of cooperation, coordination and collaboration mechanisms, 
including referral networks among services and how these function;

 � Analysis of communication, education and mobilisation for change efforts and the impact of 
these on social norms and cultural practices related to child protection;

 � Review of the present social welfare workforce technical capacity and identification of HR 
and capacity building requirements and a mechanism for developing anf strengthening 
the social welfare workforce;

 � Review of the information management system, use of information (feedback loops), and 
accountability processes;

 � Analysis of the financial resources currently available for the child protection system, 
including anticipated resources to support implementation of the Strategic Plan for Social 
Welfare Development 2011 – 2020.

2. How do children and families currently deal with child protection issues? What is 
their experience of the formal child protection system? 

This area will focus on understanding perceptions of system ‘clients’. Questions for 
consideration include how they perceive the formal system and make use of it, and 
whether communities have alternative practices to the formal system. This area of 
 the research will aim to collect information about:

 � Priorities of families and children with regard to child protection; 
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 � How families and communities deal with child protection challenges;

 � Current access to and use of available Government and NGO services by communities, 
including the reasons for this;

 � Key child protection actors at the community level, including their mandates, roles and 
responsibilities (perceived and actual);

 � How children, families and communities perceive both formal system services and 
community strategies for dealing with problems; 

 � Current system processes that can be improved and why;

 � Possible and acceptable steps to strengthen the present child protection system and social 
welfare workforce

3. Is the current formal child protection system sustainable, appropriate and relevant  
for the local context?

Based on an analysis of the wider context in which the child protection system operates 
and has developed, this area of the assessment brings together all the elements of 
how the overall system works and aims at understanding why it does so.  This process 
of macro analysis, conducted in collaboration with the Working Committee, will allow 
identification of existing bottlenecks and opportunities to inform development of the 
System Vision, action planning, social workforce development plan and proposed pilot 
model. An understanding of how and why the system works at different levels and 
accessibility of the formal system to the population, particularly the most vulnerable, 
will provide a critical evidence base to inform the articulation of recommendations 
and identify appropriate ways forward for strengthening the child protection system in 
Lao PDR.
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Annex III: Sources of information, methods used and selection criteria

Respondents # Method Selection criteria

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare

1

Director of department(s) 

responsible for social 

welfare

1-2 SSI
Senior manager responsible for social welfare 

policy development 

2

Director of division/unit 

responsible for children’s 

issues, or specifically 

welfare and protection

1-3

SSI  

or 

GD

Senior manager(s) responsible for policy 

development and service provision relating to 

children’s welfare and protection, i.e. prevention 

and response to violence, abuse exploitation and 

neglect of children

3

Technical Officers 

within the division/unit 

responsible for children’s 

welfare and protection 

issues

3

SSI  

or 

GD

Technical officers responsible for management 

of child protection programmes and services, 

especially pertaining to specific issues or 

thematic programming

4
Technical Officer -  

human resources
1 SI

Officer(s) with responsibility for recruitment and 

training of social welfare staff

5
Technical Officer – 

 finance
1 SI

Officer with responsibility for budgeting and 

finance

Ministry of Justice

6

Secretariat for the Juvenile 

Justice Coordination 

Committee

1 GD
Members responsible for working on issues 

related to justice for children

Other Child-Protection Related Ministries

8
Health Ministry, senior 

manager
1 SSI

Senior manager responsible for policy 

development relating to child and family health 

and well-being (for example public health, 

maternal and child health, service provision – 

exact person TBD)

9
Education Ministry, senior 

manager
1 SSI

Senior manager responsible for policy 

development relating to violence in schools and 

any other social or child protection concerns. 

Also the National University of Laos (see below)

10
Finance Ministry, 

senior manager
1 SSI

Senior manager responsible for costing / 

budgeting for child and social protection issues

11
Planning Ministry, senior 

manager
1 SSI

Senior manager responsible for coordinating 

planning related to social or child protection 

concerns
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Respondents # Method Selection criteria

Other Agencies

12 Child protection agencies 3 - 4 SSI

Representatives from key international agencies 

currently focused on child protection and child 

and family welfare

13 National University of Laos 1 SSI
Professors involved in para-professional Social 

Work curriculum development)

Other Child-Protection Related Ministries

14

Director of division/ 

unit overseeing or 

responsible for child 

welfare and protection

2  

(1 per 

province)

SSI

Local level administration manager(s) responsible 

for oversight and/or service provision relating to 

children’s welfare and protection

15

Technical Officers within 

the province / district 

responsible for children’s 

welfare and protection 

issues

4-6 

(2-3 per 

province)

SSI  

or 

GD

Technical officers responsible for management 

of child protection/welfare programmes and 

services, especially pertaining to specific issues 

or thematic programming

Community Level

16 Village Chiefs

1 per site

6 in total 

(2 villages x 

3 provinces)

SSI
Community leaders according to role and 

responsibilities

17
Child Protection Network 

Members

1 per site

(where 

available)

6 in total 

(2 villages x 

3 provinces)

GD
Volunteer members of child protection network 

(if any)

18
Frontline workers – child/

family welfare

1 group of 

6 - 8 persons 

per site

GD 

(and 

frontline 

workers’ 

survey)

Key officers directly responsible for developing, 

managing and providing services for prevention 

and response to violence, abuse, neglect and 

exploitation of children

• Social Workers 

• Police (protective services)

• Health Workers

• Teachers

• NGO / Mass Organization (LWU, LYU, NF) 

Frontline Workers



[85]Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR

Respondents # Method Selection criteria

19 Mothers / fathers

2 groups per 

site:

- 8 - 10 

mothers

- 8 – 10 

fathers

GD

Adult community members with children who 

are not related to one another and do not play 

a political role in the village administration. GDs 

will be conducted with gender disaggregated 

groups of mothers and fathers

20 Adolescents

2 groups per 

site:

- 8 - 10 

adolescent 

boys

- 8 – 10  

adolescent 

girls

GD

Adolescent community members who are not 

related to one another or have parents who play 

a political role in the village administration.  GDs 

will be conducted with gender disaggregated 

groups of teenage boys and girls between age 

12-18

21 NGO service provider

1 per site 

(where 

available)

SSI
Interview with staff providing services for families 

& children in the target site (where available)
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Annex IV: National Working Committee Terms of Reference

National Working Committee to strengthen 
the national child protection model system and the social work workforce

Rationale 

The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and UNICEF Lao have reaffirmed their commitment 
to protect children by undertaking an initiative to map and strengthen the child and family 
welfare system and social work workforce. This represents an important milestone towards 
achieving the Government’s goals outlined in the Strategic Plan for Social Welfare Development 
2011-2020. 

The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare will establish a National Working Committee to 
support this ambitious process, which will include:

 � Updating the mapping of the child protection system, ensuring new information is 
incorporated about, for example, new laws, policies, services, partners, and available 
resources; 

 � Identifying principal system gaps, focusing on the challenges of – and making 
recommendations for – the transition from policy to practice. This aspect will zoom in 
on the bottlenecks in social service delivery;    

 � Articulating a clear vision of the system, whether in a plan of action or a broader policy 
document;

 � Developing a human resource plan for the social welfare workforce, including both 
professional and para-professional social workers;

 � Designing a pilot project for implementing the new system in one province.  

Roles and responsibilities of the National Working Committee

 � Provide guidance and advice on issues related to the assessment and system strengthening 
process, including but not limited to the design, approach and methods;

 � Actively participate in six working committee meetings to be scheduled at key points 
throughout the process for input and discussion on the assessment findings, Social Work 
workforce strategy and implementation / modelling strategy, as well as to jointly develop the 
system vision and action plan through a facilitated process.

 � Review and endorse all key outputs, namely, the assessment recommendations and report;  
system vision and action plan; Social Work workforce strategy; and implementation / 
modelling strategy; and

 � Recommend and share information resources that may be useful to inform the different 
stages of the process.

Working modalities

zz The working committee shall convene at least six (6) times in accordance with the review of 
key outputs (see schedule below). Additional meetings or opportunities to provide 
input during the process may be recommended as the need arises.
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zz The working committee shall agree to a time period for review, comment and 
endorsement of each deliverable. Failure to meet agreed timeframes will be understood 
as having no comment and common consensus. 

zz Working committee members shall be invited to forums that may be organised as part of 
the assessment and system strengthening activities.

Coordination and facilitation

In addition to managing the overall process, MOLSW and UNICEF shall provide secretariat 
services, e.g., coordination and facilitation of meetings/activities and documentation.
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Annex VI: Key Research Principles, Informed Consent & Code of Conduct

The assessment will be conducted in line with a number of internationally recognised  
research and evaluation standards.47 The ethical principles for the process derive in part from 
a framework of requirements laid out by Emanuel, Wendler and Grady.48 It sets high standards 
that will allow for trust to be established between the research team and participants, 
thus encouraging participants to answer questions openly and in a way that promotes 
the accuracy of the research findings while ensuring the well-being of research participants. 

A. Key Research Principles

The consultancy will be based upon the following ethical principles and guidelines:

 � It will be useful and should have social and scientific value. The assignment is designed 
to encourage the use of the knowledge and learning generated to identify and introduce 
innovative practices to improve outcomes for children who have experienced abuse and neglect 
or are clearly identified as being at risk of such. Findings, lessons learned, and recommendations 
will be presented in a constructive and user-friendly manner to ensure that they add value and 
help to improve the quality of UNICEF and MOLSW programs. It is recommended that a version of 
the final report be made publicly available in order to share the findings and learning generated.

 � The assessment will have scientific validity. One of the primary concerns about scientific 
validity relates to the legitimacy and accessibility of the concepts and terms used over 
the course of a piece of research. Several steps in the assessment process will bolster its scientific 
validity:

 � The mapping, analysis and capacity assessment tools will be shared for input with 
the Working Committee at the outset of the data collection process and adjusted 
accordingly. Consultation and reflection on the process will be scheduled daily 
by members of the team throughout the data collection and at set points during 
the process. This will create space to address any potential concerns about validity and allow 
for adaptations to be made as necessary.

 � Members of the team will consistently discuss potential language and translation 
i s s u e s  a n d  d e v i s e  s t rate gi e s  to  e n s u re  a l l  p a r t i c i p a nt s  c l e a r l y  u n d e r s t a n d 
the questions that are being investigated and the methods used. Strategies might differ by 
respondent group and will be discussed in the initial stages of the data collection.

 � Fair subject selection. The research team will discuss recruitment guidance with MOLSW, 
UNICEF and other stakeholders during the inception mission. The selection of analysis site 
locations, as elaborated further on, will strive to identify a diverse range of locations, including 
those not easily accessible. This will also be discussed and a final decision made during the 
inception mission and included in the final inception report.

47 These principles are an adaptation of the OECD DAC evaluation criteria.
48 This assessment is not clinical in nature, but the strict ethical guidelines associated with clinical research are appropriate, given the sensitive 

nature of the research topic and the likelihood that a number of research participants will be in positions of relative vulnerability. 
These guiding principles will require additional adaptation and contextualisation at the local level; guidance for doing so is available in 
Wessells (2009).
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 � Remain objective. Researchers must remain as objective as possible. At all times researchers 
will allow respondents to express their own views and opinions and will not interrupt, make 
suggestions or engage in personal debates about the views expressed. Participants’ responses 
will be recorded using the specific words that were used, regardless of whether the researcher 
agrees with the statement expressed.

 � The assessment will be conducted independently. Child Frontiers will make an independent 
judgement on the information collected and situations assessed. Although all efforts will be 
made to clearly explain and substantiate conclusions, a certain level of subjectivity will be 
required.

 � All participation must be voluntary. Informed consent must be obtained from all participants 
taking part in the assessment. At all stages, the team will be clear about who they are, 
the purpose of the exercise, what will be done with the information that is collected and 
any potential consequences of the process. The research team will obtain informed consent 
verbally from respondents prior to beginning each interview or group discussion.

 � Best interests of the child This principle seeks to ensure that whatever decisions are taken 
during the process are done so in the best interests of all participants. As any benefits of 
participating in this assessment will not be immediately tangible to the participants, it will be 
essential for the team to be extremely clear with the participants about the intangible, long-term 
nature of any potential benefits, to and minimize any immediate expectations for assistance or 
intervention. Other steps that research teams may take will vary by context but may include: 

 � Clear communication of the Do No Harm principle and reiteration of the Best Interests of 
the Child principle to the research team throughout the assessment process; 

 � An initial discussion with the Working Committee on ways to maximize the assessment 
benefits, especially identifying ways to make use of the findings and recommendations after 
they are produced; 

 � An analysis with the research team of ways to minimize or eliminate potential risks to 
research participants and to ensure that participation is truly voluntary (overlapping with 
principles regarding voluntary participation above); 

 � Data protection measures. 

 � Respect for potential and enrolled participants. The assessment team will respect and 
adhere to local codes of dress and behaviour. They will respect each participant’s point of view 
and will not criticise respondents or act as a teacher or instructor. All opinions are valid and 
will be respected. 

 � Confidentiality and data protection. At the outset of data collection, all participants will be 
informed that their answers will be kept confidential. Specific comments or views expressed 
by participants will not be attributed to individuals and will be dealt with confidentially. 
Individual participants will not be named or otherwise identified in the final report(s). All effort 
will be made to ensure that interviews and group discussions will be conducted in a quiet, 
private setting without interruptions. Only the researchers and participants will be present on 
these occasions.

 � Compensation. Survey respondents will not receive any monetary compensation for their 
participation. However, in group discussions and interviews, refreshments may be provided. 
This will be discussed with MOLSW and UNICEF during planning meetings in February 2019.
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B. Informed Consent

Children and adults need to make their own choices about whether or not to take part in 
the assessment, and to do this, they need proper information. They need to understand its 
purpose and how the findings will be used. They must be aware that they can withdraw at any 
time. 

Obtaining truly informed consent can be difficult to achieve, particularly in contexts where 
literacy rates are low and written informed consent forms have little relevance. In this instance, 
additional steps will be taken to ensure that the objectives and potential outcomes of 
the assessment are well understood:

 � Discussion with research team about how to ensure voluntary consent at the community level, 
notably to identify ways to ensure that adolescents and other community members can truly 
opt out if they so choose; 

 � Clear guidelines for identifying and targeting respondents that ensure that recruitment does 
not happen through village authorities or other leading community members whom it would 
be difficult for community members to defy; 

 � The team will work at all times to find ways to minimize power imbalances. One crucial piece 
of this will be taking steps to recognize the inherent non-neutrality of researchers (who may be 
perceived as representatives of the organizations supporting this research). 

 � The assessment process and products will present respondents not as victims but rather as 
capable social actors. There will be an explicit focus on resilience rather than victimization.

C. Code of Conduct

All team members are required to read and sign a Code of Conduct (see below for full text). 
This applies to the full duration of time that they are involved in the project, whether 
field-based or not, and includes time not officially ‘on duty’. 

Assessment team members are in a privileged position to learn about the lives, perspectives 
and experiences of the participants. With this role comes a set of expectations and responsibility 
to ensure that participants and their communities are not put at risk through the research 
process. The Code of Conduct contains simple guidelines have been developed to help ensure 
that researchers, colleagues and participants are protected and have a richer, more purposeful, 
interaction.
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Statement of Commitment

I hereby declare that I have read and understood the ethical protocol for this assessment and 
that I will comply with the guidelines therein for the duration of this assessment.

I have a duty to ensure that no one is put at risk of harm as a result of their participation in this 
assessment. I have a responsibility to respect participants’ views and experiences and to ensure 
that participation in the assessment is in every individual’s best interest. I will do my utmost to 
ensure that participation in this study is a positive experience for all.

While associated with this assessment, I will never:

1. Hit or physically assault any participant

2. Behave physically in a manner which is inappropriate or sexually provocative

3. Use language or offer advice which is inappropriate, offensive or abusive

4. Act in ways intended to shame, humiliate, belittle or degrade participants

5. Act in ways that may place a participant at risk of danger, abuse or exploitation

6. Act in ways which could be deemed coercive, exploitative or abusive

7. Encourage children to act in ways that are illegal, unsafe or abusive

8. Develop intimate physical/sexual relationships with participants

9. Invite a child participant to my room or to stay overnight at my home unsupervised, or 
sleep in the same room or bed as a child participant

10. Do things for children of a personal nature that they can do for themselves

I understand that failure to comply with this Code of Conduct may result in disciplinary action, 
including termination of my contract.

Print full name:_______________________________

Signature:____________________________________

Date: _________________________________________
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Annex VII: Ethical protocol regarding disclosure of abuse

As per the policies of Child Frontiers Ltd.

Our belief

We believe that every child has a right to protection from abuse, violence, neglect and 
exploitation, and that child protection is everyone’s responsibility.

Our commitment

We are committed to protecting children from abuse, violence, neglect and exploitation and to 
taking necessary remedial action when such situations arise. In doing so, our guiding principle 
will always be ‘the best interests of the child’.

We will address all reports and concerns of actual or alleged abuse or exploitation fairly, 
irrespective of who the referrer is, who the allegation is about or the nature of the concern. 

No retaliation or punitive action will be taken against anyone who, in good faith, raises a child 
protection concern.

Our approach

Child Frontiers’ child protection policies and procedures are based upon:

 � Shared understanding of what constitutes child abuse, violence, neglect and exploitation;

 � Trained and supported personnel who are equipped to recognize situations of abuse, 
violence, neglect and exploitation. They know what action is expected of them in terms of 
reporting and ensuring the safety of children in danger;

 � Clear lines of communication, authority and decision making so that Child Frontiers 
personnel have well defined mechanisms for handing child protection concerns, and for 
receiving technical and other support in managing cases;

 � Promoting an organisational culture and environment that encourages child protection 
concerns to be openly raised and explored; 

 � Equity and fairness, ensuring that all concerns are treated with importance and respect. This 
includes keeping sensitive personal information confidential, sharing it only on a ‘need to know’ 
basis;

 � Working in partnership with other organizations which are better equipped and able to 
undertake investigations together with agencies and organizations that provide appropriate 
care and support to children, and with children and their families.

Our personnel selection and management

 � Child Frontiers will only engage personnel who are professionally qualified and skilled to work 
with / on behalf of children. In the case where teams are recruited for the purpose of research, 
the child protection policy and procedures will be explained during the comprehensive training 
process. 

 � It is a condition of Child Frontiers that all personnel must accept, and be prepared to work in 
accordance with, the child protection policy and procedures of Child Frontiers.
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Procedures

During the assessment, it is possible that respondents may disclose to researchers that a child 
is at risk of abuse, violence, neglect and exploitation. Such disclosures may concern immediate 
and on-going risk to a child and may constitute severe or high levels of risk. 

Although researchers cannot be expected to assess the level of risk to a child, all Child Frontiers 
personnel involved have an express responsibility to act upon such disclosures and to report 
their concerns. At the minimum, the reporting and referral protocol will follow the process 
outlined below: 

1. A written report will be drafted to document the nature of the disclosure.

2. The Child Frontiers researcher (trained in risk assessment) will decide the course of action 
to be taken based upon an initial appraisal of the situation and risk of harm. 

3. If the risk of abuse, violence, neglect and exploitation is immediate and severe, a report 
will be made to the local police for urgent action. 

4. If the risk to the child is not assessed to be immediate or severe, a report will be made to 
the competent authorities [to be identified during the inception meeting].

5. In all instances, Child Frontiers will work with the appropriate service providers to 
ensure the best interests of the child. This includes referral and support to social welfare 
agencies (government or NGO) to ensure the physical protection of the child, as well as 
cooperation with any relevant justice agencies (such as the police) to ensure the child 
is removed from a situation of harm. In the absence of the person who has authority to 
make decisions, and if a child is in a life-threatening situation, Child Frontiers personnel 
have the authority to make any decisions necessary in order to protect the child from the 
immediate danger.

6. Where it is necessary to make a referral or a report, permission will be sought from the 
people involved before passing on their contact details, unless it is a life-threatening 
situation. In such cases the referrer will be informed that their details have been 
disclosed, together with the name of the agency / organization to which the information 
was passed.

7. A written record of any reports and referrals made will be maintained by Child Frontiers. 
All records related to child protection referrals and concerns will be stored in a central 
location, with access strictly limited to the directors of Child Frontiers. Information will 
only be shared on a ‘need to know’ basis (e.g., if a criminal investigation is launched) and 
with the knowledge of those concerned.
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Annex VIII: Social Welfare Workforce Survey

This perception survey is a quantitative tool to be completed by frontline service providers. 
It aims at eliciting information about the background and capacity of the social service 
providers, as well as their assessment of the services on offer and final outcomes.

Introduction

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this important survey that assesses services to prevent 
and respond to violence against children in Lao PDR. The survey aims at gaining your thoughts 
and opinions in order to improve future service delivery. This survey will take only about 
15 minutes to complete. The answers you provide will be kept confidential and only used 
in aggregated form.

SURVEY 

Position: Organisation/department:

Female / Male:

1. How many years have you 
been in this role?

a. Less than 1 year

b. Up to 1 year

c. Between 1 and 3 years

d. Between 4 and 6 years

e. Between 6 and 9 years

f. More than 10 years

2. What is your highest level of 
education? 

a. Primary school

b. Junior secondary school

c. Senior secondary school

d. Senior Secondary Technical and Vocational 

e. College or University degree

f. Non-formal education

g. Higher university degree

h. None of the above

3. What was the subject area of your highest degree?

4. Do you have any responsibility in relation to child and family welfare in your current role?  
Yes  /  No

5. Have you seen your job description?      Yes / No
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Position: Organisation/department:

Female / Male:

6.   How clear are your job 
responsibilities to you?

a. Very clear

b. Somewhat clear

c. Completely unclear

7. Did you receive training to do your job?       Yes / No 
 
If yes: Was this training sufficient to do your job well? 

8. How would you describe 
your work load?

a. I have too much work

b. I have an adequate amount of work 

c. I do not have a lot of work

9. What training do you need to improve your work?

10.  Please select any tasks from the list below that are included in your current job 
responsibilities:

a. Administrative work

b. Coordination

c. Disaster relief

d. Working directly with families and children

e. Managing child protection cases

f. Helping children get access to school

g. Providing food & clothes to poor families

h. Strengthening the capacity of Child Protection Networks

i. Data collection and management

j. Providing legal information and prepare children and families for court

k. Managing placement of children in alternative care

l. Supporting reunification of children with their families

m. Other:________________

11. Do you have the resources you need to complete your work? Yes / No

12. Do you work directly with communities, families and children? Yes / No
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Position: Organisation/department:

Female / Male:

13. Families deal with the majority of child protection problems. Do you think the families 
in your location are able to provide good outcomes and solutions for families and 
children?

 
Yes / No / I don’t know 

14. Do you think Child Protection Networks are an effective strategy for ensuring the 
protection of children from violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation?

 
 Yes / No / I don’t know 

15. Do you have any recommendations for how children can be better protected from 
violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation?
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Annex IX: Proposed Key Indicators

A list of indicators relating to the child protection system vision and workforce strengthening 
process that could be integrated into the national development plans are presented below.  
Some indicators could be for year one and others may be more relevant for subsequent years. 
A rough division of indicators from Years 1-3 (up to the point of mid-term review) are presented 
for consideration. 

Year 1

 � System vision and action plan approved 

 � % of costed action plan resourced per annum from both government and non-government 
sources. 

 � % increase in MoLSW staff 

 � Fiscal analysis of resources available for child protection completed. 

 � Guidelines for support to child protection initiatives based on the new vision approved and 
enacted. 

 � CPAC committees at different levels resourced, active and functioning. 

Year 2

 � % of Government and non-government staff trained (both professional and non-professional) 
disaggregated by gender and other relevant factors. 

 � # of pilots relating to the new system vision completed and findings disseminated to relevant 
stakeholders. 

 � % of aligned sectors mainstreaming approved capacity building package on child protection.

 � # of development partners contributing to the system strengthening action plan. 

Year 3

 � MTR of child protection system strengthening action plan completed.

 � # of children and families accessing services through the system.

 � # of recommendations relating to child protection from the Committee on the Rights of 
the Child addressed. 

 � # of children, families and care givers who participated in prevention and awareness raising 
activities. 

 � % of MoLSW positions held by individuals with a social work degree or that have completed 
‘catch-up’ training according to the system vision and action plan
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